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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
Harold Pinter occupies avers significant position in contemporary British theatre. A 
dramatist, scriptwriter, short story writer, director and actor, he has become a political voice 
of Human Rights issues. 
Harold Pinter was horn in Hackney. a working-class neighbourhood in London's East 
End. on 10 x`' October, 1930. The rise of anti-Semitism in Europe during the 1930s had a direct 
impact on East End which had a predominantly Jewish population. Living in this 
environment affected Pinter's conception of the class system present in Britain at that time: it 
educated him as well as to where the Jewish people fit into that system. Pinter's life was thus 
shaped by his heritage. Martin Esslin describes the locality of East End where Pinter grew up 
as a "political battlefield" ("Theatre of Cruelty" 32). With the outbreak of World War II. 
Pinter with his famil} and the rest of his community was evacuated from the city; he did not 
return to London until he was fourteen. He recalls: 
On the day I got back to London. in 1944, 1 saw the first flying bomb. I was in 
the street and I saw it come over .... There were times when I would open our 
back door and find our garden in flames. Our house never burned, but we had 
to evacuate several times. Every time we evacuated, I took my cricket bat with 
me. (Esslin. The PluYwi-ight 12) 
Pinter's sense of a lost childhood is exemplified by his innocent desire to take his cricket bat 
with him each time his farnil\ was evacuated from their home. Mel Gussow's interview with 
Pinter. "A Conversation with Pinter," discusses Pinter's youth. Pinter claims that he 
remembers very little about his childhood, "... if you ask me to tell nay childhood stories, 
would find it almost impossible" (Gussow 29). Pirnter's lack of memory of his youth suggests 
that he tried to repress a past that as too hard to forget; he claims that, "1 can't remember so 
much, but it is not actually forgotten. It exists because it has not simply gone. I carry it with 
me. If you really remember ever\Thing you would blow up. You can't carry the burden." 
(Gussow 29). Pinter's reflection suggests that his need to forget his childhood led him to 
withhold the trauma he lived through then, only to have it manifest itself in his plays. 
About his childhood experiences in \%artirne London. Michael Billington says that 
despite the trauma and horror of the wartime deepl\ rooted in his psyche. Pinter, however, 
often was able to take a way out of this internal conflict: 
Like man\ people v+ho grew up during the Second World War, Pinter 
remembers it through a series of graphic snapshots: as he talks of the past, 
people, places and incidents come to life in his imagination. A sense of 
disruption was also a crucial part of wartime experience. (7) 
Pinter began his career as an actor and an occasional poet. He studied acting at the 
Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts in London. He produced in rapid succession the body of 
~~ork which made him the master of the comedy of menace. So he was credited with the 
invention of' a new dramatic style kno%\n as comedy of menace, and his name has been 
adopted as descriptive of a type of theatre under the term "Pinrer•esque". 
It is important to reiterate that many of the defining qualities of Pinter's plays are a 
result of the world that he grew up in. In Austin E. Quigley's "The Language Problem." 
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Quigley suggests that Pinter's experience as a minority Jewish person influenced his use of 
menace in his plays. Quigley states that Pinter discovered that he had to rely on a verbal 
defence to protect himself: 
I went to a Jewish club, by an old railway arch, and there were quite a lot of 
people often waiting with broken milk bottles in a particular alley we used to 
walk through. There were two ways of getting out of it—one was a purely 
physical way, of course, but you couldn't do anything about the milk bottles—
we didn't have any milk bottles. The best «a\ was to talk to them. (Quigley, 
The Language Problem 279) 
Pinter uses language not only as a tool for creating an atmosphere of menace, but also as a 
tool for survival in this terrifying world. Steven H. Gale noted this particular story in his 
lecture "Butter's Going Up: Harold Pinter and the Artistic Process" at the Humanities Nobel 
Lecture Series at the University of Calgary. He states that Pinter's method of -talking his way 
through it" (the back alley), was how he lived his life; his was merely 'talking his way' 
through all of his plays. Pinter's plays are influenced by events and moments from his past, 
whether or not they are consciously recognizable. For example, his plays are noted for their 
use of silence and cryptic small talk. Pinter's major plays are usually set in a single room. 
%%hose occupants are threatened by forces or people whose precise intentions neither the 
characters nor the audience can define. Often these characters are engaged in a struggle for 
survival or control. It is arguable that Pinters' plays depict his lifelong awareness of the 
discrimination of a minorit\ group, all due to his own victimization as a Jew. Pinter 
constructs emotional rather than rational links, through language, by which he implies what 
he does not explain as is proved in his speech to the Seventh National Student Drama Festival 
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in Bristol, where he says, "A language, I repeat. where under what is said, another thing is 
being said" (Pinter, Various Voices 24). 
He is unique in expressing his awareness of the menacing world around him in this 
extraordinarily subtle way. This leads many critics to say that lie is a gifted, talented 
dramatist who only expresses the darker side of life. Pinter has now arrived at a stage in his 
development as a dramatist which can best be described as the zenith, and many critics have 
no reservations in calling him their greatest playwright. The themes of his early plays of 
threat and menace are perfectly blended with the political and human concerns of his drama 
of the I 980s. as well as with the holocaust and death-motives as introduced in Ashes to Ashes. 
These themes are extended into conflict and the terror of the loneliness of human situation. 
Hence Pinters greatest achievement seems to be: 
A style capable of the subtlest modulations, in which the prosaic is always 
merging into the terrifying. No other living dramatists convey such a sense of 
the constant possibility of the irruption of the unknown and the destructive 
into our daily lives. (Coweli 135) 
The British theatre in the early fifties of the twentieth century was dominated by the Angry 
Young Men, a group of writers ' ho took tip socio-political problems as their subject. But the 
period following World War II also saw the emergence of a particular style of theatrical 
presentation called the Theatre of the Absurd and prominent among its exponents were 
Samuel Beckett and Eugene lonesco. Some critics consider Pinter an absurdist, (the Beckett 
influence), others an existentialist, and some others regard him as a naturalist. Ronald 
Knowles says, "With his outstanding success by the early 1960s. Pinter was frequently 
associated with the social realism of the "Angry Young Men" and with the Absurdism of 
Beckett and lonesco. (3) 
Despite being a contemporary of Osborne and Wesker who project the contemporary 
world in a socio-political context. Pinter. under the influence of Samuel Beckett and Kafka. 
views contemporary world in another way. With his firsthand experience of the atrocities of 
World War II, for Pinter life becomes meaningless and senseless; the existence of human 
beings comes under the scrutiny of the so called welfare government and a sense of securit y 
is a farfetched concept. To represent the menacing life of human being. he finds the most 
suitable theatrical expression which later becomes familiar as the Theatre of Absurd. 
The Theatre of the Absurd. a term coined by Martin Esslin, is applied to plays that 
focus on and reflect the absurd nature of the human condition. The roots of this type of 
literature can be traced to Greek and Roman times where the people strove to challenge their 
fate and desired to escape from the 'absurdity' of their existence through their courage and 
heroic actions. The theatre of the Absurd is an expression of profound despair but also of 
grim humour at the condition of humanity at a particular historical moment, and the condition 
of humanity in general. throughout time. In 1942. the Existentialist writer Albert Camus was 
calmly asking why, since life had lost all meaning, man should not seek escape in suicide. 
Camus argued that it is a divorce between man and his life which truly constitutes the feeling 
of Absurdity. He defines absurdity: 
A world that can be explained by reasoning, however faulty, is a familiar 
world. But in a universe that is suddenly deprived of illusions and of light, 
man feels a stranger. His is an irremediable exile, because he is deprived of 
memories of a lost homeland as much as he lacks the hope of a promised land 
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to come. This divorce between man and his life, the actor and his setting, truly 
constitutes the feeling of Absurdity. (qtd. in Esslin, Theatre of the Absurd 23) 
According to lonesco, "Absurd is that which is devoid of purpose... Cut off from his 
religious, metaphysical, and transcendental roots, man is lost; all his actions become 
senseless, absurd, useless" ((1td. in Esslin, Theatre of the Absurd 23). 
The Theatre of the Absurd is commonly associated with Existentialism, as 
Existentialism was an influential philosophy in Paris during the rise of the Theatre of the 
Absurd; however, to call it Existentialist theatre is problematic for many reasons. It gained 
this association partly because it was named (by Esslin) after the concept of "absurdism" 
advocated by Albert Camus. Absurdism is most accurately called Existentialist in the way 
Franz Kafka's work is labeled Existentialist: it embodies an aspect of the philosophy though 
the writer may not be a committed follower. As Tom Stoppard said in an interview: 
I must say I didn't know what the word 'existential' meant until it was applied 
to Rosencrantz. And even now existentialism is not a philosophy I find either 
attractive or plausible. But it's certainly true that the play can be interpreted in 
existential terms, as well as in other terms. (Hudson 58) 
However, the Theatre of the Absurd is not entirely the same as Existential Theatre. In 
the latter there is explication and debate, a philosophical argument and the reasoned 
promulgation of their world vision. Absurd Theatre expresses its senselessness of the human 
condition by the open abandonment of rational devices and discursive thought. A primary 
difference between the Theatre of the Absurd and Existentialism is that the Theatre of the 
Absurd sho%%s the failure of man without recommending it solution. In a 1966 interview, 
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Claude Bonnefoy, comparing the Absurdists to Sartre and Camus, said to lonesco, "It seems 
to me that Beckett. Adamov and yourself started out less from philosophical reflections or a 
return to classical sources, than from first-hand experience and a desire to find a ne~ti 
theatrical e\hression that \could enable \ou to render this experience in all its acuteness and 
also its immediacy. If Sartre and Camus thought out these themes. you expressed them in a 
far more vital contemporary fashion". lonesco replied, "I have the feeling that these writers—
who are serious and important Nkere talking about absurdity and death. but that they never 
real l% lived these themes that the did not tel them within themselves in an almost irrational. 
visceral way that all this was not deeply inscribed in their language. With them it was still 
rhetoric, eloquence. With Adamov and Beckett it really is a very naked reality that is 
conveyed through the apparent dislocation of language" (Bonnefoy 122). The Theatre of the 
Absurd has. we can say. renounced arguing about the absurdity of the human condition; it 
merely presents it in being – that is. in terms of concrete stage images. 
The Theatre of the Absurd has four main features: First, it depicts a world in which 
God is absent so there is no divine or transcendental "audience" to witness the human drama. 
Moreover, it often depicts a world in which metaphysical foundations and spiritual comforts 
are gone. Furthermore, it depicts a world in which morality and truth are relative. Finally, it 
often depicts a world in which language has lost its meaning and relevance; it is no more a 
tool of communication. In fact language depicts paradoxically the breakdown of 
communication in which language itself has become vicious and cruel. 
World War 11 was the catalyst that brought the Theatre of the Absurd into existence. 
The global nature of this conflict and the resulting trauma of living under the threat of nuclear 
annihilation put into stark perspective the essential precariousness of human life. During this 
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period, a prophet of the absurd, Antonin Artaud (1896.1948), appeared. Antonin Artaud 
rejected realism in the theatre, calling for a return to myth and magic and to the exposure of 
the dcepe;t conflicts within the human mind. He demanded a theatre that would produce 
collective archetypes and create a modern mythology. It was no longer possible, he insisted, 
to keep using traditional art forms and standards that had ceased being convincing and lost 
their validity. Although he would not live to see its development, The Theatre of the Absurd 
is precisely the new theatre that Artaud was dreaming of It openly rebelled against 
conventional theatre. Whereas traditional theatre attempts to create a photographic 
representation of life as we see it. the Theatre of the Absurd aims to create a ritual-like, 
mythological, archetypal, allegorical vision of the world closely related to the world of 
dreams. The focal point of these dreams is often man's fundamental bewilderment and 
confusion, stemming from the fact that he has no answers to the basic existential questions: 
why we are alive, why we have to die, why there is injustice and suffering. It was as fonesco 
called it —anti-theatre. It was surreal, illogical, conflictless and plotless. The dialogue often 
seemed to be complete gibberish. And, not surprisingly, the public's first reaction to this new 
theatre was incomprehension and rejection. 
At the same time, the Theatre of the Absurd also seems to have been a reaction to the 
disappearance of the religious dimension from contemporary life. The Absurd Theatre can be 
seen as an attempt to restore the importance of myth and ritual to our age, by making man 
aware of the ultimate realities of his condition, by instilling in him again the lost sense of 
cosmic wonder and primeval anguish. The Absurd Theatre hopes to achieve this by shocking 
man out of an cxlstenec that has become trite, mechanical and complacent. It is felt that there 
is mystical experience in confronting the limits of human condition. 
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As a result, absurd plays assumed a highly unusual, innovative form, directly aiming 
to startle the viewer, shaking him out of his comfortable, conventional life of everyday 
concerns. In the meaningless and Godless post-Second-World-War world. it was no longer 
possible to keep using such traditional an fonts and standards that had ceased being 
convincing and lost their validity. 
One of the most important aspects of absurd drama is its distrust of language as a 
means of communication, Language has become a vehicle of conventionalised. stereotyped, 
meaningless exchanges. Conventionalised speech acts as a barrier between ourselves and 
what the world is really about. In order to come into direct contact with natural reality, it is 
necessary to discredit and discard the false crutches of conventionalised language. Objects 
are much more important than language in absurd theatre: what happens transcends what is 
being said about it. It is the hidden, implied meaning of words that assume primary 
importance in absurd theatre, over and above what is being actually said. The Theatre of the 
Absurd strives to communicate an undisclosed totality of perception—hence it has to go 
beyond language. 
Absurd drama subverts logic. It relishes the unexpected and the logically impossible. 
According to Sigmund Freud, there is a feeling of freedom we can enjoy when we are able to 
abandon the straitjacket of logic. Rationalist thought, like language, only deals with the 
superficial aspects of things. Nonsense, on the other hand, opens up a glimpse of the infinite. 
In trying to burst the bounds of logic and language the absurd theatre is trying to shatter the 
enclosing walls of the human condition itself. Our individual identity is defined by language, 
having a name is the source of our separateness - the loss of logical language brings us 
towards a unity with living things. In being illogical, the absurd theatre is anti-rationalist: it 
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negates rationalism because it feels that rationalist thought, like language, only deals with the 
superficial aspects of things. Nonsense, on the other hand, opens up a glimpse of the infinite. 
It offers intoxicating freedom brings one into contact with the essence of life and is a source 
of marvellous comedy. 
The Theatre of the Absurd makes use of abstract scenic effects, many of which have 
been taken over and modified from the popular theatre arts: mime, ballet, acrobatics, 
conjuring, music-hall clowning. Much of its inspiration comes from silent film and comedy, 
as well as the tradition of verbal nonsense in early sound film (Laurel and Hardy, W C Fields, 
the Marx Brothers). It emphasises the importance of objects and visual experience: the role of 
language is relatively secondary, It owes a debt to European pre-war surrealism: its literary 
influences include the work of Franz Kafka. the "Iheatre of the Absurd aims to create a 
ritual-like, mythological. archetypal, allegorical vision, closely related to the world of 
dreams. 
At the time when the first absurd plays were being written and staged in Western 
Europe in the late 1940s and early 1950s, people in the Gast European countries suddenly 
found themselves thrown into a world where absurdity was an integral part of everyday 
living. One did not have to be an abstract thinker in order to be able to reflect upon absurdity: 
the experience of absurdity became part and parcel of everybody's existence. 
Hitler's attempt to conquer Russia during the Second World War gave Russia a unique 
opportunity to further the cause of [the Soviet brand of] socialism. In the final years of the 
war, Stalin turned the war of the defeat of Nazism into the war of conquest of Central Europe 
and the war of the division of Europc. In pursuing Hitler's retreating troops, the Russian 
Army managed to enter the territory of the Central European countries and remained there for 
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a long time. The might of the Russian Army made it possible for Stalin to establish rigidly 
ideological pro-Soviet regimes, hermetically sealed from the rest of Europe. The Central 
European countries, whose pre-war political systems ranged from feudal monarchies 
(Rumania), semi-authoritarian states (Poland) to a parliamentary Western-type democracy 
(Czechoslovakia), were then subjected to a militant Sovietisation. The countries were forced 
to undergo a major traumatic political and economic transformation. 
The Western Theatre of the Absurd highlighted man's fundamental bewilderment and 
confusion, stemming from the fact that man has no answers to the basic existential questions: 
why we are alive, why we have to die, why there is injustice and suffering. East European 
Soviet-type socialism proudly proclaimed that it had answers to all these questions and, 
moreover, that it was capable of eliminating suffering and setting all injustices right. To 
doubt this was subversive. Officially, it was sufficient to implement a grossly simplified 
formula of Marxism to all spheres of life and Paradise on Earth would come. It became clear 
very soon that this simplified formula offered even fewer real answers than various esoteric 
and complex Western philosophical systems and that its implementation by force brought 
enormous suffering. 
From the beginning it was clear that the simplified idea was absurd: yet it was made 
to dominate all spheres of life. People were expected to shape their lives according to its 
dictates and to enjoy it. It was, and still is, an offence to be sceptical about Soviet-type 
socialism if one is a citizen of an East-European country. The sheer fact that the arbitrary 
formula of simplified Marxism was made to dominate the lives of millions of people, forcing 
them to behave against their own nature, brought the absurdity of the formula into sharp 
focus for these millions. Thus, the Soviet-type system managed to bring the experience of 
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what was initially a matter of concern for only a small number of sensitive individuals in the 
West to whole nations in the Last. 
This is not to say that the absurdity of life as experienced in the East differs in any 
way from the absurdity of life as it is experienced in the West. In both parts of the world it 
stems from the ambiguity of man's position in the universe, from his fear of death and from 
his instinctive yearning for the Absolute. It isjust that official East-European practices, based 
on contempt for the fundamental existential questions and on a primitive and arrogant faith in 
the power of a simplifier) idea, have created a reality which makes absurdity a primary and 
deeply-fell, intrinsic experience for anybody who comes in contact with that reality. 
The rise of the Theatre of the Absurd in the Eastern Europe is connected with the 
period of relative relaxation of the East European regimes after Stalids death. In the first 
decade after the communist take-over of power, it would have been impossible for anyone to 
write anything even distantly based on his experiences of life after the take-over without 
endangering his personal safety. The arts, as indeed all other spheres of life, were subject to 
rigid political control and reduced to serving blatant ideological and propagandistic aims. 
This was the period when feature films were made about happy workers in a steelworks, or 
about a village tractor driver who after falling in love with his tractor becomes a member of 
the communist party, etc. All the arts assumed a strong political bias. Twentieth century 
developments, in particular the inter-war experiments with structure and form in painting and 
poetry. were outlawed as bourgeois decadence. 
In the years after Stalin's death in 1953, the situation slowly improved. The year 1956 
saw two major attempts at liberalisation within the Soviet Bloc: the Hungarian revolution was 
defeated. while the Polish autumn managed to introduce a measure of normalcy into the 
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country which lasted for several years. Czechoslovakia did not see the first thaw until 
towards the end of the 1950s: genuine liberalisation did not start gaining momentum until 
1962-63. Hence, it was only in the 1960s that the first absurdist plays could be written and 
staged in Eastern Europe. Even so, the Theatre of the Absurd remained limited to only two 
East European countries, those that were the most liberal at the time: Poland and 
Czechoslovakia. After the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, it became apparent that 
Russia would not tolerate a fuller liberalisation of the East European countries. 
Czechoslovakia was thrown into a harsh, neu-Stalinist mould, entering the time capsule of 
stagnating immobility, in which it has remained ever since. Since it had been primarily artists 
and intellectuals that were spearheading the liberalising reforms of the 1960s, the arts were 
now subjected to a vicious purge. Many well-known artists and intellectuals were turned into 
non-persons practically overnight: some left or were later forced to leave the country. All the 
Czechoslovak absurdist playwrights fell into the non-person category. It is perhaps quite 
convincing evidence of the social relevance of their plays that the establishment feared them 
so much it fell the need to outlaw them. Several of the banned authors have continued 
writing, regardless of the fact that their plays cannot be staged in Czechoslovakia at present. 
They have been published and produced in the West, 
The East European Absurd Theatre was undoubtedly inspired by Western absurd 
drama, yet it differed from it considerably in form, meaning and impact. Although East 
European authors and theatre producers were quite well acquainted with many West-
European absurd plays from the mid to late 1950s onwards, nevertheless (with very few 
exceptions) these plays were not performed or even translated in Eastern Europe until the 
mid-1960s. The reasons for this were several: 
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First, West-European absurd drama was regarded by East-European officialdom as 
the epitome of West-European bourgeois capitalist decadence and, as a result, East European 
theatrical producers would he wary of trying to stage a condemned play suchan act would 
blight their career once and for all, ensuring that they would never work in theatre again. The 
western absurdist plays were regarded a nihilistic and anti-realistic, especially aher Kenneth 
Tynan had attacked lonesco as the apostle of anti-realism: this attach was frequently used by 
the East European officialdom for condemning Western absurd plays. 
Secondly, after a decade or more of staple conservative realistic bias, there were fears 
among theatrical producers that the West European absurd plays might be regarded as far too 
avant-garde and esoteric by the general public. 
Thirdly, there was an atmosphere of relative optimism in Eastern Europe in the late 
1950s and the 1960s. It was felt that although life under Stalin's domination had been terrible, 
the bad times were now past after the dictator's death and freedom was only a matter of time. 
The injustices and deficiencies of the East European systems were seen as due to human 
frailty rather than being a perennial metaphysical condition: it was fell that sincere and 
concerted human effort was in the long ran going to he able to put all wrongs right. In a way, 
this was a continuation of the simplistic Stalinist faith in man's total power over his 
predicament. From this point of view, it was felt that most Western absurdist plays were too 
pessimistic, negative and destructive. It was argued (perhaps partially for official 
consumption) that the East European absurdist plays, unlike their Western counterparts, 
constituted constructive criticism. 
The most famous, and most controversial, absurdest play is probably Samuel 
Beckett's Waiting for Godot where plot is eliminated, and a timeless, circular quality emerges 
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as two lost creatures, usually played as tramps, spend their days waiting—but without any 
certainty of whom they are waiting for or of whether he, or it, will ever come. The characters 
of the play are strange caricatures who have difficulty communicating the simplest of 
concepts to one another as they bide their time awaiting the arrival of Godot. The language 
they use is ofien ludicrous, and following the cyclical pattern, the play seems to end in 
precisely the same condition it began, with no real change having occurred. In tact, it is 
sometimes referred to as "the play where nothing happens." Its detractors count this a fatal 
flaw and often turn red in the face fomenting on its inadequacies. It is mere gibberish, they 
cry, eyes nearly bulging out of their head--a prank on the audience disguised as a play. The 
play's supporters, on the other hand, describe it is an accurate parable on the human condition 
in which `the more things change, the more they are the same." Change, they argue, is only 
an illusion. In 1955, the famous character actor Robert Morley predicted that the success of 
Waiting for Godot meant 'the end of theatre as we know it." His generation may have 
gloomily accepted this prediction, but the younger generation embraced it. They were ready 
for something new—something that would move beyond the old stereotypes and reflect their 
increasingly complex understanding of existence. 
The forms of theatre since they are determined by the laws of cultural change, should 
respond to the Transient nature of man's condition in society. This response is found in the 
dramas of Samuel Becket, Edward Albee, Eugene foresee, Harold Pinter, and others. These 
playwrights have been grouped together by Martin Esslin under the title of a book called 
Theatre of the Absurd, though Esslin. emphasizes that, "The category suggested by the 
book's title had merely been intended to draw attention to certain features the works 
discussed had in common, different and diverse as they were" (Theatre of the Absurd 12). 
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Esslin explains that Theatre of The Absurd creates a new and vital dramatic 
expression that corresponds to man's condition in society. Theatre of the Absurd is an 
expression of its age. The basic beliefs and assumptions of the former ages have been 
shattered and man is left to a life that has lost all meaning: 
Theatre of The Absurd is facing up to a deeper layer of absurdity-the absurdity 
of the human condition itself in a world where the decline of religious belief 
has deprived man of certainties. Where it is no longer possible to accept 
simple and complete systems of values and revelations of divine purpose, life 
must be faced in its ultimate, stark reality. (Esslin, Theatre of the Absurd 401) 
Esslin goes on to explain that the absurdists see the world as essentially mysterious and 
unintelligible, devoid of national purpose and clearly deductible rules of conduct. As Pinter 
explains in an interview with John Russel'I'aylor: 
I do so hate the becauses of drama. Who are we to say that this happens 
because That happened, that one Thing is the consequence of another? How do 
we know? What reason have we to suppose that life is so neat and tidy? The 
most we know for sure is that the things which have happened have happened 
in a certain order: any connections we think we see, or choose to make, are 
mere guesswork Life is much more mysterious than plays make it out to be. 
(Pinter, "Accident 184) 
Absurd drama is then, " ._ the projection of an inner, psychological reality........the fantasies, 
dreams, hallucinations, secret longings and fears of mankind" (Esslin, Reflections 6). The 
absurd dramatist is communicating his " ... most intimate and personal intuition of the human 
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situation, his own sense of being, his individual vision of the world" (Essl in. Theatre of the 
Absurd 402-403) and is presenting "the audience with a picture of a disintegrating world that 
has lost its unifying principle, its meaning and its purpose an absurd universe" (Esslin, 
Theatre of the Absurd II). Theatre of the Absurd, though, is not concerned with debating or 
arguing the absurdity of the human condition, it merely presents it in terms of stage images. 
This idea is further developed by Esslin as follows: 
Theatre of The Absurd is not concerned with conveying information or 
presenting the problems or destinies of characters that exist outside the authors 
inner world, as it does not expound a thesis or debate ideological propositions, 
it is not concerned with the representation of events, the narration of the fate 
or adventures of characters, but instead with the presentation of one 
individual's basic situation. It is a theatre of situation as against a theatre of 
events in sequence, and, therefore, it uses a language or patterns of concrete 
im ages rather than argument and discursive speech. And since it is trying Io 
present a sense of being, it can neither investigate nor solve problem; of 
conduct or morals. (Esslin. Theatre of the Absurd 403) 
The main action in l'heatre of The Absurd communicates "a pattern of poetic images" 
(Esslin, Reflections 182) which do not tell a story. I he central image determines the form of 
the play. Thus, the formal pattern of each play expresses the basic conception of that play. 
Therefore, for this theatre to develop, it must provide new languages, techniques, and forms 
to convey its changing modes of thought. As Eugene lonesco explains: 
Every movement, every new generation of artists brings a new style; or tries to 
bring one because it realizes, obscurely or clearly, that a certain way of saying 
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things is worn out and that a new way of saying them should be found, or that 
the old worn-out language, the old form should disappear, because it has 
become incapable of containing the new things which have to be said. 
(lonesco 1.57) 
Thus. Theatre of The Absurd discards both the "old worn-out language," and the "old form," 
in an attempt to formulate a new dramatic expression that corresponds better to man's 
condition in his present society. Theatre of The Absurd is. then, the effort to bring new forms 
to existing ideas. 
As truth and reality are not absolute qualities, the harmonizing of new forms with new 
perceptions of reality is not necessarily amenable to the process of reasoning. Hence, the 
irrational in lonesco's and Pinter's plays. the breakdown in communication and bizarre; and 
meaningless, repetitive actions of the characters in most of the absurd plays explain that 
reality itself' is faulty: 
......... we prefer to subscribe to the view that there is shared common ground. 
I think there's a shared common ground all right, but it is more like quicksand. 
Because 'reality is quite a strong. firm word, we tend to think, or to hope, that 
the state to which it refers is equally firm, settled and unequivocal. It doesn't 
seem to be. ( Pinter. Writing For The Theatre 22) 
Thus, man finds himself in a frightening and illogical universe, in which the means of 
communication, language is questionable. Therefore, the play with its suppositions of having 
solutions to all problems of character motivation, plot and psychology of man's action, no 
longer works. Theatre of the Absurd has no solutions and does not attempt to find any. 
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Theatre of the Absurd strives to portray its sense of the senselessness of the human situation; 
further it attempts to achieve a unity between its assumptions and the form in which they are 
expressed. Pinter joins form and content using language to present a picture of reality itself. 
As Katherine Burkman points out: 
Though Pinter is distinctly a poetic rather than a problem-solving playwright, 
he is by his own proud admission in large part a traditionalist. Despite his lack 
of certain kinds of explicit information about his character and plot, in form 
Pinter is not far from the well-made play of Ibsen as many of his fellow 
absurdists ;...... and he is ultimately concerned with the shape both of words 
and of his entire dramatic world. (7-8) 
Though a Pinter play may appear to be absurd, a careful examination of the form of the play 
will prove Pinter's concern with the needs a character voices as the reason behind the 
language used. The major body of Pinter's works can be seen in terms of thematic 
progression. The first stage of Pinler's works with The Room (1957), The Birthday Party 
(1958), and The Dumb Waiter (1960) presents the idea of an individual's fear without 
exploring the origin of menace. In the second stage including A Slight Ache (1961), The 
Dwarfs (1963), and The Caretaker (1960) Pinter begins to explore the cause of menace that 
develops from emotional needs. The third stage with The Collection (1962), The Lover 
(1963) and The Homecoming (1965) emphasizes movement and change, with Pinter 
exploring different psychological needs. The fourth stage with Landscape ( 1969), Silence 
(1969), Old Times (1971),No Man's Land (1975) and Ashes to Ashes (1996) is an extension 
of Pinter's vision and his main concern, present in his work since the beginning, the problem 
of self and sense of isolation of the human condition. 
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Throughout his drama we are confronted with a picture of contemporary man defeated 
by society around him as he fails to communicate with other men. The constant threat of 
disruption of the status quo, menace, is fell throughout his work. Although there is a change 
of emphasis in the tone and technique as Pinter progresses in his writing, there is no 
fundamental change in his vision. For example, in the early plays Pinter uses cabaret devices 
and blackouts to bewilder the audience or create a mood ofinenace. In the later plays he does 
not resort to such tactics; instead he uses memory and past recollections to produce the 
intrusion. 
In Pinter's plays the reaction—physical, mental or spiritual -never ceases and is 
never complete. The audience is made aware of the obstacle throughout the play. the 
obstacle is Pinter's characters inability to communicate their basic fears or define their urgent 
needs in their relationships. In striving to form these relationships, the characters are 
negotiating not only the terms of their relationship but their very identities. The language they 
use does not attempt to dcfoc truth or reality; it is the way in which character is revealed. 
This use of language is the method by which Pinter's plays ultimately become dramas. The 
best form of conflict is that in which one human will is pitted, against itself, as it makes the 
drama even more arresting and intense and this is to be found in Pinter's plays. 
Pinter's characters are struggling to achieve a sense of reality and self-image. 
Throughout the progression of his work, Pinter has become increasingly concerned with the 
question of time and its effects on slates of mind. Pinter's awareness of 	problems oftlme 
and reality and their combined hmef ion within the language used, as was revealed in many of 
his statements, is manifested in his characters need to establish what Pinter called a "... 
common ground" (Pinter, W -iring For The Thearre 22). To linger in the past is safer than 
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living in the present which may, at any moment, deny the " ... common ground." In striving 
to achieve the, "... common ground ..." the characters constantly come "up against' their own 
inability to communicate. The characters' linguistic battles are the means by which their 
identities are created. His characters are ordinary people with ordinary problems that are 
never solved. Pinter explained his point of view in this following passage: "I am interested 
primarily in people; I want to present people to the audience, worthy of their interest 
primarily because they are, they exist, not because of any moral the author may draw from 
them.' (qtd. in John Taylor 296) 
As he explores what it means to live in this modem world, Harold Pinter moves away 
from the "well made play" with its artificial provision of background information and 
character motivation to a drama that reflects more of the unknown that surrounds us daily. 
Though Pinter has often reminded his critics and audiences that we should suspect 
explanations provided by authors, we can hardly deny that comments he made early in his 
career strike a chord for our understanding the uncertainty and confusion dramatized in his 
plays. In an interview with John Sherwood on B. B. C. European Services. Pinter says: 
The explicit form which is so often taken in twentieth century drama is ... 
cheating. The playwright assumes that we have a great deal of information 
about all his characters, who explain themselves to the audience. In fact, what 
they are doing most of the time is conforming to the author's own ideology. 
They don't create themselves as they go along, they are being fixed on the 
stage for one purpose, to speak for the author who has a point of view to put 
over. When the curtain goes up on one of my plays, you faced with a situation, 
a particular situation, two people sitting in a room, which hasn't happened 
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before, and is just happening at this moment, and we know no more about 
them than I know about you, sitting at this table. The world is full of surprises. 
A door can open at any moment and someone will come in. We'd love to 
know who it is, we'd love to know exactly what he has on his mind and why 
he comes in, but how often do we know what someone has on his mind or who 
this somebody is. and what goes lo make him and make him what he is, and 
what his relationship is to others? (Harold Pinter) 
Pinter dramatizes the arhitrary, the illusions, the contradictions. In his everyday world, men 
and women live out their experiences in the midst of uncertainty and relativism. As James 
Hollis points Out, in his works Pinter is able "to fuse the absurdist consciousness with overtly 
conventional realism to achieve a dramatically viable amalgam" (Hollis 9). Whether we agree 
with those critics who view Pinter as a dramatists of the "Theatre of the Absurd" with its 
focus on the senselessness of life and the devaluation of ideals, purpose and communication 
or simply acknowledge that his works reflect a "realistic' view of a fragmented world, it is 
clear that his characters. like Len in The Dwarfs, force us to explore our own identities: 
The point is, who are you? Not why or how, not even what.... It's no use 
saying you know who you are just because you tell me you can fit your 
particular key into a particular slot, which will only receive your particular key 
because that's not foolproof and certainly not conclusive.. _ You're the sum 
of so many reflections. How many reflections? Whose reflections? is that what 
you consist of? (Pinter. Plays 2 99-100) 
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Ironically Pinter has his audience share the stage with his characters as he creates a drama 
where the audience knows no more that the characters and, indeed, forces us to search for 
some understanding of ourselves in the "reflections" we see before and around us. 
Despite an illusion of naturalistic theatre with the everyday language and stage sets 
reminiscent of Ibsen and Chekhov, Pinter's drama is that of the characters of the modern 
world. In Pinter's plays, his dramatic space is filled with people threatened by the known and 
the unknown, with couples who are strangers to each other, with families whose bonds seem 
unnatural and unexpected, with old men, lost and alone. Pinter depicts his characters at a 
decisive or turning point in their lives. In other words. his heroes are at a threshold of 
existence and non-existence, identity and non-identity. Thus, while displaying the clash 
between the inside and the outside, Pinter draws another contrast which is the either sides of 
the threshold. On this threshold Pinters characters are pretty much alone and desperate. They 
are clumsy casualties trying to establish an order to make life livable for them. But the more 
they try the more they sink into the void. In his plays after The Room, Pinter elaborates on the 
themes already present in his first play. In his plays, during the struggle between the inside 
and the outside—and naturally between the one/s inside and the oncis outside—the opposing 
parties may be battling over a mom or a house; over a person; Over power and over all or one 
of thcsc, In the struggle betwoan the one /3 inside and the ends' outside the outsider is always 
the intruder who shatters the order of the one's inside. However, the outsider does not have a 
fixed face. The outsider may appear as some person's, as unidentified powers, as the past of 
the character in question, or his other self, as society in general or as more danger and threat 
unnamed. During those struggles the characters try not to appear defenseless, they don masks 
and conceal their true selves. Alliances change, several weapons are used, deceit is 
acceptable. and strategy is a must. The characters struggle to cover up their nakedness and 
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vulnerability. The ritual of existence or the bitter game of life is carried on incessantly and 
persistently. As in The Room the struggle over a person, over a room/house, over power and 
the merciless struggle between the inside and the outside with the intrusion pattern appear in 
The Birthday Party, The Dumb Waiter, A Slight Ache, The Caretaker, Night School; The 
Dwarfs, The Collection, The Lover, Tea Purly, The Homecoming, The Basement, Old Times, 
No Man's Lord and in Retruyo/ in various degrees of intensification, emphasis and 
dimensions. In The Birthday Party the outsiders and the intruders are Goldberg and McCann. 
With the mission of having to fetch Stanley to Monty they pursue and find Stanley in his 
shelter and claim that they will make a man out of Stanley. Although they appear as 
emissaries of a mysterious underground organization they are more likely surrogates of 
society. Having somehow rebelled against the norms of the established order Stanley has to 
pay the price. After passing the initiation rites he will be reborn according to the wishes of 
society. Neither his haven nor the motherly Meg can protect him. He cannot escape from the 
fate of every man and is dragged out of his shelter to book into the world. Aston, in The 
Caretaker and Gus, in The Dumb Waiter experience more or less the same fate like Stanley. 
Gus is not forgiven when he yueslions the order of Wilson, who is most probably the 
representative of society. Aston, on the other hand, is a direct mirror image of Stanley. In a 
way, his situation of having undergone shock treatment in a mental institution alludes to what 
may happen to Stanley in Monty's organization. After all, Stanley may be a patient of 
Monty's institution at large. After the shock treatment Aston is turned into an invalid but lives 
in harmony with society. Stanley, at the end of the play, appears in a dark suit which signifies 
the uniform of uniformity. Gaining territory (bed / room / house), a person, and power is the 
prerequisite condition of existence. 
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When Pinter looks at the problematic of existence he does not fail to see the 
dialectical relationship between the victor and the victim. In the merciless strife to exist the 
hunter and the hunted, the usurper and the usurped. in other words the victor and the victim 
prove to be one and the same in many plays. 
Pinter's achievement has been to discover that language serves as a means of 
negotiation, a weapon of attack, and a source of evasion. Pinter's theatrical world is a lethal 
testing ground in which individuals are hunters or prey, a place characterized as much by 
humor as insecurity, fear, domestic battles and betrayal, and official intimidation. Patterns of 
dominance permeate the canon. In fact, for Pinter power/control behavior is rooted in the 
wish to kill one's opponent, or in the converse fear of being "killed," metaphorically 
annihilated. Thus for Pinter the crime enacted in plays from the first phase of his career, like 
The Birthday Party, and his most recent work, such as One for the Roud or Puny Time, are 
linked in that they depict "the destruction ofan individual" (Gussow 69). For this writer, fear 
and aggression are at the core of human behavior, From Pinter's perspective, violence in his 
work is an expression of dominance and subservience, a response to a pervasive threat. In 
turn that threat informs not only those who will achieve dominance but also the tools they 
will employ to achieve that dominance. Hence, in such works as One for the Road and 
Mountain Language, Pinter depicts physical and psychological torture, erotic sadism, and 
human rights abuses. As he told his interviewer Mel Gussow, what interests him as a writer 
and as a citizen of the world is not the statements of contemporary politicians but the 
suffering for which they [politicians] are responsible. It doesn't interest me—it horrifies me! 
(Pause.)" (Gussow 40). In short, his plays are not about "ambiguities" of power or abstract 
crimes; they dramatize in "a series of short, sharp, brutal images" (Gussow 70) or in 
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chillingly comic ways the abuse of power. Regarding the vision of Pinter in this perspective 
Leslie Kane says: 
Pinter's vision remains the most compellingly serious of our time. Indeed, 
only Pinter recognizes the common cause linking criminal violence with 
crimes of the heart any acts that destroy rather than promote human 
relationships. Hence, according to Penelope Prentice, for example, although 
comedy illuminates his vision to awaken consciousness, as Pinter pushes his 
work to frontiers of tragedy to evoke uneasy laughter, his audiences are not 
always sure that they have permission to laugh. In fact, Pinter's comedy 
magnifies the universal conflict for survival and power to illuminate how it 
attaches to criminal destruction. And while early works often dramatize 
sources of violent conflict among lower class, small time, onstage criminals, 
his most recent work enters the halls of power to reveal the wellspring of 
global violent conflict as little different from conflict at any level. Much of 
Pinter's earliest work dramatizes conflicts between onstage petty criminals or 
hoodlums who may or may not be taking orders from offstage, unseen 
characters engaged in malicious destruction of organized and/or political 
crime. Pinter's other early work and middle work, such as The Caretaker, The 
Gu-i3rgrc'e/r. The Jlamrec»,nug, and aen•aycrl, largely dramatize crimes of the 
heart. I lis late plays and his more recent work for stage and film, however, are 
distinctive in his dramatization of the sexualized, eroticized violence and the 
erotics of torture. (hne . fbr the Road, Mountain Language, The Handmaid's 
Tale. The Trial. and Celebration all portray either civil, political, or war 
crimes or cringes of the heart, or both. Except for his torturer plays, the 
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powerful alongside the ineffectual almost always reveal themselves as equally 
responsible for destruction. And while Pinter, who is a fine actor, has admitted 
"a yen" to play what he calls 'the sinister parts"----and he has done so 
brilliantly as Goldberg in The Birthday Parry, Mick in The Caretaker, and the 
Interrogator in One for the Road—he is driven as a writer to focus upon the 
crimes perpetrated by those who "terrorize" the individual. (Kane 3) 
So in the world of Pinter the process of victimization is closely associated with crime, cruelty 
and violence done by the victimizer who uses language as a weapon to instill physical as well 
as psychological torture. In this perspective Pinter', plays are very close to Antonin Artaud's 
Theater of Cruelty Antonin Artaud concludes the preface to his 1938 manifesto on the 
Theater of Cruelty, The Theater and Its Double, with the following paragraph: 
... when we speak the word "life," it must be understood we are not referring 
to life as we know it from its surface of fact, but to that fragile, fluctuating 
centre which forms never reach. And if there is still one hellish, truly accursed 
thing in our time, it is our artistic dallying with torms, instead of being like 
victims burnt at the slake, signaling through the flames. (Artaud 13) 
Harold Pinter makes the following comment in a programme note for the Royal Court 
production of The Dumb Wailer and The Room in liondotl in March, 1960: 
The desire for verification is understandable but cannot always be satisfied. 
There are no hard distinctions between what is real and what is unreal, nor 
between what is true and what is false. The thing is not necessarily either true 
or false: it can be both true and false. The assumption that to verify what has 
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happened and what is happening presents few problems I take to be 
inaccurate. A character on the stage who can present no convincing argument 
or information as to his past experience, his present behaviour or his 
aspirations, nor give a comprehensive analysis of his motives, is as legitimate 
and as worthy of attention as one who alarmingly, can do all the things. The 
more acute the experience the less articulate its expression. (Pinter, Plays I ix) 
Both Pinter and Arnaud seek to express the reality behind all attempts to rationalize or 
conceptualize human behavior. Beneath the rational framework of civilization lies a reality, a 
core of human existence, which cannot be expressed solely through language or the 
conventional dramatic plot with its pattern of action. climax and denouement. Artaud 
conceived the Theater of Guchv to reflect this hidden and unknown reality. Pinter has 
manifested a modern version of Artaud's concept though he has acknowledged no direct 
influence from the French poet and visionary. Pinter and Artaud have the similar ideas as to 
the function of the theatre and their views on the nature of man and the world he inhabits are 
also akin to, as the above quotations indicate. 
Artaud attacks the restrictive nature of such forms as language, which are like 
bandage covering the raw sores of reality. Artaud thought the Theater of Cruelty should 
expose the wound: 
the domain of the theater is not psychological but plastic and physical. And 
it is not a quesrlon of whether physical language of theater is capable of 
achieving the same psychological resolutions as the language of words, 
whether it is able to express feelings and passions as well as words, but 
whether [here are not attitudes in the realm of thought and intelligence that 
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words are incapable of grasping and that gestures and everything partaking of 
a spatial language attain with more precision than they. (Arland 71) 
On the other hand Harold Pinter says on the articulateness of silence: 
There are two silences. One when now word is spoken. The other when 
perhaps a torrent of language is being employed. This speech is speaking of a 
language looked beneath it. This is its continual reference. The speech we hear 
is an indication of that which we don't hear. It is a necessary avoidance, a 
violent, sly, anguished or mocking smoke screen which keeps the other in its 
place. When true silence falls we are still left with echo but are nearer 
nakedness. One way of looking at speech is to say that it is a constant 
stratagem to cover nakedness. (Pinter, Plays 1. xiii) 
Pinter's concept of nakedness is very close to one aspect of what Artaud meant by cruelty. In 
the Pinter canon, a man is most naked when lie is most vulnerable and this vulnerability 
comes at the point where he has no more stratagems such as language with which to cover 
himself. Cruelty and violence, as envisioned by Artaud, and manifested by Pinter, is the 
process by which man is rendered naked and vulnerable, and is also the result of that 
process—the state of nakedness itself. The stratagems are removed through inevitable 
confrontation with other human beings In the struggle to acquire the basic necessities of life 
such as food, shelter and clothing, and to satisfy basic emotional demands for sex, love, 
friendship; in the necessity to endure plan, loneliness, fear, and ulti inately, death; in the 
struggle to acquire such necessities and satisfy such demands. The weaker inevitably perish 
in the struggle, while the strong survive. 
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The confrontations involve a certain degree of violence but this violence is a 
consequence of the confrontations and not the cause. In the same way, violence is not the 
cause of cruelty, as envisioned by Artaud, nor is it the cruelty itself, but may occur as a result 
of the existence of cruelly. A man is facing the cruelty of existence when he finds himself 
stripped of all pretence, helpless, unable to defend himself finds himself clinging to life 
when he knows it is absurd and meaningless; when he finds, like Gus and Ben in The 
Dtanbwaiter, there is no more food to serve in accordance with the order to serve some 
strange foods. 
The process of victimization is the method by which man is made aware of his true 
self and true nature of the world. In Pinter, the principle method by which the state of cruelty 
is manifested is victimization. Characters like Davies in The Caretaker and Stanley in The 
Birthday Party are truly akin to Aratud's `Victims burnt at the stake signaling through the 
flarnex" As Artaud says, "There is no cruelty without consciousness and without the 
application of consciousness. It is consciousness that gives to the exercise of every act of life 
its blood-red color, its cruel nuance. since it is understood that life is always someone's 
death" (Artaud 102). 
The victimization in Pinter's plays is closely linked to the struggle for dominance, 
control and survival. The victimization most often takes the form of manipulation of one 
character by another or by a group of characters. The victimization may have a sexual basis, 
as in The Homecoming, where Ruth dominates a trio of males, or in A Slight Ache, where a 
woman, Flora, brings about the impotence of her aging husband through a desire to keep him 
young and vital. Victimization may be social, as in The Dumbwaiter, where the organization 
victimizes its own members, or in The Birthday Parry, where an intended victim becomes an 
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executioner, both of himself and the organization, when the attempted victimization releases 
instinctual forces within him. 
II is the process of victimization and the end result of that victimization through an 
ensuing violence that constitutes the existence of cruelty, as Pinter manifests it and as Artaud 
envisions it. Cruelty is the inevitable movement of life itself, a movement which occurs 
without any rational, preconceived plan. Life moves inevitably but irrationally, according to 
necessity. The process of victimization involves pressure, which is also cruel. Victimization 
is the closest dramatic approximation to this inevitable pressure of existence, which stripes 
away layers of pretence and exposes whatever is fearful and hidden. Harold Pinter's 
metaphor for the condition of man in the modern world is a room or an enclosed space in 
which the confrontation and the struggle for control, dominance and survival take place. 
Almost every playwright presents an image of man in the theatre which has an effect 
on the spectator whose emotions and feelings are purged; but if the theatre re-defines man for 
the spectator it must present an image of man being re-defined. In Pinter, this image results 
from the process of victimization. This stripping away of the false masks of civilization, for 
example, the concept of man as a strictly limited creature, operating within a specific and 
rational framework, constitutes an ensuing violence from the existence of cruelty. 
Victimization is a dramatic manifestation of the philosophical idea of cruelty. Pinter appears 
to be carrying on the violence perpetrated by the torturer and endured by the victimized 
without any historical basis, except that the past, as it affects the lives of the characters, is one 
of the forms that restrict and bind them and keep them from perceiving that inner reality, 
metaphysical awareness or consciousness of self. Pinter's plays have a social context but lie 
is far from a social realist. Society, like the past. is another form which tries to restrict the 
32 
individual's capacity for growth or decay. This idea is most forcibly expressed in The 
Birthday Party, where representatives of the system. Goldberg and McCann, in their attempts 
to make Stanley Weber a useful member of the organization, release instinctual forces which 
give Stanley a brief but violent, identity, and consumes him. 
The violence in Pinter's plays always involves a struggle for control and power, 
dominance and survival, and ultimately the establishment of identity. In this struggle, one 
person is victim, and the others are victimizers. If there is one room and three people to share 
it, one or more persons are ejected. If there are two men and one woman, the men must either 
share the oman or fight for possession; if there are to men and one cheese roll, one man 
eats while the other goes hungry. Pinter seeks to return the theatre to its origins to make it 
express what is most elemental and basic in man. 
One of the characteristics of Pinter is his use of language, not to convey a realistic 
impression of life, but rather to show the superficial reality that is created by words. 
Language in the plays is a defense mechanism the characters employ to hide their 
vulnerability. Language is also employed to give force and direction to the plastic and visual 
elements in the plays. and. paradoxically, it is these elements which help to expose the 
superficial reality the language represents. Pinter's language provides verbal reinforcement 
for the visual images which he is trying to project. Not words, but actions are remembered in 
thinking of Pinter's pla\s Stanley in The Birthday Party, blindfolded and groping, trying to 
rape Lulu who is spread-eagled on the table; Edward crushing the wasp in .4 Slight Ache; 
Mick terrorizing Davies with a vacuum cleaner in The Caretaker. 
Obviously Pinter is unwilling to state anything about his plays but wants them to 
speak. Even he has disapproved the label 'didactic' for his plays. It is true that his plays are 
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not escapist with pleasure loving people moving truly and living satisfactorily. They reveal 
how man is caught and detained in fear, doubt, uncertainty, stupidity, insouciance and at the 
same time tends to entertain humour. joy. ambition and possession. Pinter shows the way his 
generation gripped by an innumerable emotions and experiences. He has not compromised 
his art to suit his audience. He relishes the conflict in an audience by making him to think 
shrewdly on his own theatre and nowhere the audience is allowed to enjoy the sort of given 
comfort. console and entertainment. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
STRUGGLE FOR "ROOM" OR TERRITORIAL STRUGGLE 
The first half of the twentieth century witnessed a tremendous struggle for territory—
a place which may be safe. a place which is an indicator of dominance or a place which is an 
indicator of self-respect. This struggle for territory started before World War I when 
Germany tried to expand its political territory. Due to the industrial revolution Germany was 
looking for a market or territory \%here it could sell its products. But when Germany started to 
look for territorial expansion everywhere it faced the opposition of either the British. the 
American or the French. This struggle for territory resulted in the outbreak of World War I 
and eventually ended with the holocaust of World War II_ Throughout the first half of the 
twentieth century people have been looking for a safe place to escape from the cruelty 
unleashed in the external world. During World War lithe pogrom of the Jews by the Nazis 
has added a new chapter in the history of horror and cnuelty. People, especially the Jews were 
constantly in search of a new hiding to save their lives whereas other common people were 
looking for a safe place to save themselves from the cruelty of war. Harold Pinter, himself a 
Jew, experienced this horror and terror of slaughtering the common man by the war in 
general and by the Nazis towards their community in particular in his early life and was 
forced to move into hiding places to escape from the torture of the Nazis. He has experienced 
this struggle for a safe place or territory amidst the hostile world since his early childhood. 
Even after World War Ii. this quest for a safe place continues in the period of the Cold 
War. The whole world seemed to turn hostile to mankind when the developed countries 
continued to pile up the nuclear weapons after witnessing the destructive nature of the Atom 
bomb which at that time only America possessed. Naturally. Pinter who was born in the 
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disturbing I930s. grew up in the horrifying 1940s and matured in the sceptical and distrustful 
1950s knew more about the contemporary scenario of doubt and hatred first hand. He 
certainly felt the neeessit\ of a safe place which was rare to find at that time. This struggle for 
a safe place has become a prime motif in his earl\ plays. 
Pinter has given it new dimension to this struggle for a room or safe place in this 
hostile world. He has neither espoused any theory about a room or safe territory nor has he 
shown this struggle through political propaganda or conflict among the countries. Rather he 
has taken this struggle to the microcosmic level of a human being's life. He has portrayed his 
characters as victims of this struggle. His characters are living under the illusion of being safe 
in a room which ultimately proves to be otherwise. The quest or struggle to occupy an 
apparently safe room or place finally leads them to their destruction. This destruction does 
not alwa,,s mean physical death but sometimes it becomes a symbolic death like mental 
breakdown or destruction of their selves. 
A room normally symbolizes a safe place which is impervious to the cruelty and 
hostility of the external world. Like the mother's womb, a room promises security to the 
occupant from the outer world. A room also becomes a symbol of pride to the occupant who 
can boast about his'her material existence in this world. But Pinter feels otherwise. It is 
obvious that after having first hand experiences of this struggle the image of room has 
become a prominent thought to him. Talking about the source of his plays, he admits: 
The germs of my plays? I'll be as accurate as I can about that. I went into a 
room and saw one person standing up and one person sitting down, and a few 
weeks later I wrote The Room. I went into another room and saw two people 
sitting down. and a few years later I wrote The Birt/tdav Party. I looked 
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through a door into a third room, and saw two people standing up and I wrote 
The Caretaker. (Pinter. Plow 2 ix) 
In his early days Pinter is preoccupied with the image of room and two persons inside the 
room. In other words, Pinter is concerned with the safetN and security of common people in 
the hostile %%orld and thus two people inside a room becomes the basic situation in his plays 
and their adjustment becomes a crucial problem. These two characters are constantly in an 
effort to establish an equation or a pattern to fit themselves into or to preserve their precarious 
relationship. In this situation, the arrival of a third character in the room makes the situation 
more complex and new equations or new strategies emerge to maintain that balance. Pinter 
says: 
Given a man in a room and he will sooner or later receive a visitor. A visitor 
entering the room will enter with interest. If two people inhabit the room the 
visitor will not be the same man for both. A man in a room who receives a 
visitor is likely to be illuminated or horrified by it. The visitor himself as 
easily be horrified or illuminated. (qtd. in Esslin. The People Wound 40) 
In an interview with Sherwood Pinter's own comment on the play The Room throws light on 
this motif: 
This old woman is living in a room which she is convinced, is the best in the 
house, and she refuses to know anything about the basement downstairs. She 
says it's damp and nasty and the world outside is cold and icy and that in her 
warm comfortable room her security is complete. But of course it is not an 
intruder comes to upset of everything, in other words points to the delusion on 
which she is basing her life. (qtd in Esslin, The Peopled Wound 35-36) 
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When Pinter was asked by a critic what his two people in his room are afraid of he replied, 
"Obviously they are scared of what is outside the room. Outside the room there is a world 
bearing upon them which is frightening. I am sure it is frightening to \ou and me as well" 
(qtd. in Esslin. Theatre of the Absurd 235). 
Pinter's first play The Room certainly presents a struggle for the room or a safe place 
though this struggle is not physical like in The Caretaker. Here the struggle takes the form of 
tear of being evicted out of the room and the whole play presents the expression of this fear 
which puts the main character under immense psychological pressure. 
The Room was first staged at Bristol University under the direction of Henry Woolf, 
and professionally in a double-bill with The Dumbwaiter at the l lampstead Theatre Club on 
January 21. 1960. Pinter introduces the room with a door and two persons inside the room as 
the basic situation. A room is a place here one feels secure, lives in privacy, thinks freely 
and communicates with his intimate ones. Outside the room is a cold, hostile world which is 
ghastly apathetic and strange. Here it is important to mention that Pinter has used the word 
'home' only a fe time. The use of word 'home emphasizes the stark difference from the 
concept of 'room'. A room can never be a home but a home can become a room. Whether 
Pinter has used the term room' in the sense of home is debatable but it is obvious that he 
never indulges in this type of dialogue in his life. Can a room become a home which provides 
a man the complete security, respectability and ownership as well as comfort of familial life? 
In Pinter's world a room is devoid of all those things and comfort a man feels in his own 
home; a room is a place which provides an apparent security. A room is a temporary place for 
a man whereas a home provides a sense of' permanence. In the world of Pinter*s plays his 
characters cling to this t<mporar\ place considering it as permanent, a home, and channelize 
their whole efforts and energy in keeping this temporary place. Here Pinter has added a new 
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spatial dimension to the minds of his characters or perhaps that is the reality in the I950s 
when in the absence of home people cling to that temporary space with their self-illusory 
logic to believe it as home. They struggle and put up a futile resistance to keep that room in 
their own possession. 
The protagonist of the play The Room is Rose who is a woman of sixty. The struggle 
for a room takes place in her mind in two ways—firstly she tries to keep the room in her own 
possession at any cost and secondly she struggles to make her room a hone. The first kind of 
struggle consciously takes place in her mind as she repeatedly denies communicating with the 
cold icy external world and considers her own room the safest place. The second kind of 
struggle is rather implicit in the play as she continuously tries to break the ice between herself 
and Bert who does not reciprocate her emotions and does not respond to her words. 
Obviously Rose tries to establish a communication to bring the warmth of familial life in the 
room by continuously talking to Bert. These two kinds of struggle are not different from one 
another, but one type of struggle overlaps with the other from the beginning of the play and 
goes on simultaneously in the play. The only difference is that the first kind of struggle is 
visible and explicit whereas the latter one is implicit and implied in the situations and 
dialogues of the play. 
The play starts on a chill' vv inter e\ening inside a room %%here Rose lives kith her 
husband Bert Hudd who is a man of fifty, ten years younger than his wife. Rose is a garrulous 
woman, vet a devoted kind of wife who is very much possessive about her room and 
concerned about Bert's health and food. She continuously talks to avoid silence in the room 
but Bert never answers. She casts him in the role of one dependent on her motherly 
supervision but he simply refuses to participate in a conversation which also defines their 
relationship. She knows that Bert will not answer to her questions yet she asks him questions 
39 
and moves from one topic or question to another only to answer herself sometimes. From the 
very beginning of the play it is understood that there must be a tension undergoing in their 
relationship. 
The central irony of Pinter's plays is that a character can only substantiate his sense of 
his individuality by operating in relationships which acknowledge and affirm that 
individuality; yet as soon as he enters into a relationship he is confronted with the 
complementary demands of his companion. The resulting compromise is negotiated in the 
dialogue, and if the conflicting demands are e.\ce si\e the compromise can be one of 
dangerously balanced, rather than re,oked. tension,. In lh' Ro mr, the opening scene denotes 
the relationship of Rose and Bert in the latter form. Bert is so indifferent towards Rose' 
demand that even when he is addressed directly by his name he remains silent leaving Rose 
on the verge of preserving a precarious relationship solely by herself. This shows that Rose 
is also unwilling to accept the silence of Bert by continuing the one-sided conversation as if 
Bert were participating in the conversation. Throughout the first scene there is no explicit or 
physical violence or verbal conflict between them. But the opening scene presents a situation 
that is proof enough that their relationship reaches a fixed point of discord. Though neither of 
them accepts any kind of discord in their relationship but it is manifested in every aspect of 
their relationship. 
In the absence of her husband's interaction Rose is preoccupied with the thought of 
her room about Which she is %ery possessive. In fact the room becomes the symbol of her 
desire to reiterate and reshape her existence in this cold relationship. She repeatedly points 
out the warmth of the room to record her existence in the chilly winter of an apathetic world. 
Her very third sentence in the opening scene points out the difference of the external world 
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and the room: "[...] You can feel it [cold] in here. Still, the room keeps warm. It's better than 
the basement. anyway" (Pinter. Plays 1 85). 
She is obsessed with her own safety and security inside the room. She feels her room 
to be the safest place in the world and wonders ho %ti someone can live in the basement: "I 
don't know how they live down there. It's asking for trouble" (Pinter. Plats 1 85). She 
compares the cosy, warm room with cold external world and gradually becomes very much 
obsessed with the basement. the condition of the basement and whosoever is living there. At 
the same time she refuses to learn anything about the external world. She says. "I've never 
seen who it is. Who is it? Who lives down there? I'll have to ask. I mean. you might as well 
know, Bert. But whoever it is, it can't he too cosy" (Pinter, Plats 1 86). 
She dwells on the condition of the basement and declares that "I wouldn't like to live 
in that basement. Did you ever see the walls? They were running. This is all right for me" 
(Pinter. Plays 1 86). Later she tells Bert that "Those walls would have finished you off' 
(Pinter. P/a s 1 87). And also she assures herself once she says that she is all right in the 
room and insists on it. She declares. "No, this room's all right for me. I mean you know 
where you are. When it's cold. for instance" (Pinter. Plays 1 86). 
She completely cuts herself out from the external world and lives in that room without 
any disturbance. She makes the room her own world as if she were living in an island—
detached and isolated. She builds her own illusory world believing it to be the best. 
Completely detached with the reality. she counts on the advantages of the room and 
disadvantages of the basement: 
This is a good room. You've got a chance in a place like this. I look after you, 
don't 1, Bert? Like when they offered us the basement here I said no straight 
41 
off. I knew that'd be no good. The ceiling right on top of you. No. you've got 
a window here, you can move yourself, you can come home at night, if you 
have to go out, you can do your job. you can come home, you're all right. And 
I'm here. You stand a chance. (Pinter. Ploys 1 89) 
Amidst the silence of Bert she continuously talks about the basement and compares it with 
her own room. She tries to convince Bert as well as herself about the superiority of her own 
illusory, world about which she has lots of doubts in her own unconscious mind. She needs 
someone to tell her something good about her own world but in the absence of any 
complimentary statement her inner doubts strengthen more. So she herself tries to invalidate 
her own doubt. Earlier she says to Bert, "If they ever ask you, Bert, I'm quite happy where I 
am. We're quiet. we're all right. You're happy up here, it's not far up either, when you come 
in from outside. And we're not bothered. And nobody bothers us" (Pinter, Plays 1 87). 
But her growing inner doubts make her conscious about her own condition in the 
room. She desperately wants someone to reiterate her belief. So when Mr. Kidd arrives in the 
room she asks him: 
Rose: Well, :Mr. Kidd. I must say this is a very nice room. It's a very 
comfortable room. 
Mr. Kidd: Best room in the house. 
Rose: It must get a bit damp downstairs. 
Mr. Kidd: Not as bad as upstairs. 
Rose: What about downstairs? 
Mr. Kidd: Eh? 
Rose: What about downstairs? 
Mr. Kidd: What about it? 
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Rose: Must get a hit damp. 
Mr. Kidd: A bit. Not as had as upstairs though. 
Rose: Why's that? 
Mr. Kidd: The rain comes in. (Pinter. Plurs ) 92) 
The above conversation is very important as what Rose wants to hear about her own room is 
uttered by Mr. Kidd who casually says that the room is the best. But Rose is not satisfied only 
with that much and she wants to hear much about the downstairs and the basement. So when 
she asks about the downstairs room she herself adds the information what she wants to hear 
from him— 'damp'. But for Mr. Kidd. the downstairs is better than the upstairs which 
obviously upsets Rose a bit as she wants to hear the downstairs as the worst. Rose wants to 
project her own self in Mr. Kidd but is unable to do so as Kidd's replies are not as clear cut as 
she would like. Obviously there is a breakdown of communication here which gives rise to a 
comic atmosphere but at the same time an underl y ing threat lies in the suspense in avoiding 
the communication. 
The interaction between Mr. Kidd and Rose is a kind of evasion of each other but 
Rose' domineering attitude compels her to ask more and more questions. Rose' 
preoccupation with the external \\orld and its activities cones from her sense of insecurity 
inside the room. She wants to kno%\ more and more about the external world, about the 
basement and about the activities of Mr. Kidd %%hereas Mr. Kidd. to avoid her domineering 
attitude. constantly evades her question and changes the topic which finally becomes a kind 
of senseless rambling to Rose. 
The confrontation between Rose and Mr. Kidd starts with whether Mr. Kidd was 
having a female help. But very soon Mr. Kidd turns this to a rocking chair which is in the 
room. According to Rose. the chair belongs to her as she has brought it in but Kidd claims 
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that lie has seen it earlier. From this point, a psychological conflict starts between Rose and 
Kidd over the possession of the room and each one tries to dominate over the other. Rose 
asks him directly about his bedroom vhich she thinks is at the backside. But Kidd counters 
her by saying that the very room in which she is staving now was once his bedroom. The 
declaration of Kidd that this room was his bedroom once is to remind her that she is a tenant 
and actually he is the owner of the room. In terms of the psychological conflict, this is a 
shocking and lethal remark for Rose and Kidd seems very perceptive in pinpointing the 
vulnerable area of Rose. This obviously makes her nervous momentarily but she again 
counterattacks him by asking when this room was his bedroom. But every time she asks, 
Kidd avoids answering the question. At first, lie again brings the chair into the conversation 
upon which a nervous and fearful Rose declares that this chair was there when she came in as 
a tenant, thus contradicting her previous statement that she brought the chair. But again she 
asks Kidd when this room was his bedroom to which lie only replies that "A good while 
back" (Pinter. Plats 1 92). Later for the third time she asks Kidd, "Where's your bedroom 
now then, Mr. Kidd?" (Pinter, Plays 1 93), to which Kidd only says: "Me? I can take my 
pick" (Pinter, Plays 1 94). 
The whole conversation between Kidd and Rose is a kind of a psychological battle 
over the possession of the room which innocently starts from how Kidd could have heard her 
husband drive off in the morning when his bedroom is at the back. The bedroom becomes the 
focus of conflict in their conversation but lie is well-tuned in the nature of the attack and his 
final remark about the \\- hereabouts of his bedroom is a neat evasion. Hence, the conversation 
between Kidd and Rose represents the psychological conflict between the past owner and the 
present owner of the room whereas the conversation between Sands and Rose underlines the 
deeper fear and conflict between the present owner and the future owner of the room. 
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Despite her initial shock on finding them in front of her door, she doesn't hesitate 
much at inviting them inside the room. This sho~%s that Rose is not just clinging to her room 
as a safe haven and escape from the outside but she is also trying to reconcile her fear and 
insecurities to the persistent curiosity that she feels toward people of the external world. The 
invitation to Sands shows her indomitable urge to know the people outside from whom she 
has cut herself off, her obsession with the people in the basement and her curiosity towards 
Mr. Kidd's activities. 
The conversation between Rose and Sands starts with confusion over the name of the 
landlord who. Sands assert. is not called Kidd. This revelation obviously threatens the 
security of Rose as it is Mr. Kidd who has given her authority over the room. Torn between 
fear and curiosity, she becomes e\asive when she is asked direct questions. Unnerved at first 
by Mr. Sand's demand for information about the whereabouts of the landlord, she begins to 
build a verbal harrier, that she feels will protect her. To defend her situation, she becomes 
evasive like Mr. Kidd in the earlier section and even denies knowing him. She reinforces her 
position by saying, As a matter of fact. I don't know him at all. We're very quiet. We keep 
ourselves to ourselves. I never interfere. I mean. why should I? We've got our room. We 
don't bother anyone else. That's the \%a it should be" (Pinter. Plays 1 99). 
But when she learns that they have been to the basement before coming up, her 
curiosity impels her to continue the conversation to know more about the basement. Earlier 
she was a bit defensive and also evasive but on hearing that they have gone to the basement 
she quickly switches on to persistent questioning: 
Rose. You were in the basement'' 
Mrs. Sands. Yes. we went do%\n there when we come in. 
Rose. Why? 
Mrs. Sands. We were looking for the landlord. 
Rose. What was it like down there? 
Mrs. Sands. Couldn't see a thing. 
Rose. Why not? 
Mrs. Sands. There wasn't any light. 
Rose. But what was—you said it was damp? 
Mrs. Sands. I felt a bit, didn't you. Tod? (Pinter, Plays 1 99) 
Rose's fantasy about the dark damp alien world and the basement is concretized by the fact 
provided by Mrs. Sands. Her projection of fantasy is thwarted by Mr. Sands' normal enquiry 
whether she has seen the basement, upon which she tells a lie to corroborate her own vision 
of reality. Her fantasy has gained a concrete link in the form of reality. Furthermore, when 
Mrs. Sands mentions a man in the basement she cannot stop herself to ask about the people 
living in the basement. She is so obsessed by this that she is not even distracted by the 
argument between Mr. and Mrs. Sands at this point over the seating or perching of Mr. Sands. 
Her confusion and suspicion whether the couple are going upstairs or corning downstairs 
quickly switches to her curiosity to know more about the basement. Her rapid overcoming of 
these suspicions and distractions indicates the level of her curiosity and fascination for the 
downstairs as well as her internal conflict and fear of the world deep rooted in her psyche. 
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After avoiding Mr. Sands' question whether she has been living there for a long time. 
Rose expresses her internal desire to know more about the basement. She asks, "I was just 
wondering whether anyone was living down there no\\? (Pinter, Plays 1 100) 
What has started as an innocuous statement of comparison between the room and the 
basement in the opening section has by now developed as a sinister and threatening bit by bit 
information provided at first b> Mr. Kidd and then by the Sands. After the apparent 
confirmation of a bit of light and comparatively warmer inside the room in comparison to the 
outside and especially the haement Rose is eager to know more about the basement despite 
the contradictory statement of \tr. Sands \oho declares dubiousl\:"No darker than in." and 
"It's darker in than out, for my money" (Pinter. Plays 1 97). But Mrs. Sands politely 
mentions: "Do \ou know, this is the first bit of light we've seen since we came in?" (Pinter, 
Plays 1 97). 
The next confirmation by Mrs. Sands is in accordance with the mental image of Rose 
about the basement: 
Rose. What was it like down there? 
Mrs. Sands. Couldn't see a thing. 
Rose. Why not? 
Mrs. Sands. There wasn't any light. (Pinter, Plays 1 99) 
The darkness and dampness of the basement is stressed repeatedly by Mrs. Sand when she 
gives a longer account of their visit to the basement but that account confirms yet another 
fantasy of Rose that someone i. li\ inu in the basement: 
!PA 
Well, when we got here we walked in the front door and it was very dark in 
the hall and there wasn't anyone about. So we went down to the basement. 
Well, we got Jon there only due to Toddy having such good eyesight really. 
Between \ou and me. I didn't like the look of it much. I mean the feel, \%e 
couldn't make much out, it smelt damp to me. Anyway, we vent through a 
kind of partition, then there was another partition, and we couldn't see where 
we were going. well, it seemed to me it got darker the more went, the further 
we scent in. I thought we must have come to the wrong house. So I stopped. 
And Todd\ stopped. And then this voice said, this voice come- -it said—well, 
it gave me a hit of a fright. I don't know about Tod, but someone asked if he 
could do anything for us. So Tod said were looking for the landlord and this 
man said the landlord would he upstairs. I hen Tod asked was there a room 
vacant. And this man, this voice reall\. I think he was behind the partition, 
said yes there was a room vacant. He was very polite, I thought, but we never 
saw him, I don't know why they never put a light on. (Pinter. Plays 1 101) 
This sinister account of the Sands journey to the basement not only provides a circumstantial 
link to the dark and threatening external world but it also unnerves Rose as her fantasies of 
the external \%orld and the basement are seemingly becoming true. To dispel fear of this 
unnerving account, Rose quickly says that there is no vacancy in the apartment. But Mr. 
Sands' startling revelation to this disturbs Rose. Mr. Sands reveals: "The man in the basement 
said there was one. One room. Number seven he said" (Pinter, Plat's 1 102). Obviously, on 
hearing this Rose is surprised and shocked. She meekly tries to protest: "That's this room" 
(Pinter, Plays 1 102). But the Sands do not pay any attention to her and they leave that room. 
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The startling revelation makes her agitated and shocked and after their departure Rose 
is not able to understand what to do as this is the room for which she has been struggling a lot 
to keep it in her own possession. Throughout the conversation with the Sands. Rose' prior 
belief has been altered final\. she has come to kno\\ that Mr. Kidd is not the owner of the 
house and secondly. her room is vacant. She constantly tries to reconcile her prior belief with 
the ne'.I\ gained information given by the Sands but fails every time. Even at the end she 
tries to resist them by sa\ing: "This room is occupied" (Pinter. Plays 1 102). But the Sands 
by then have made up their mind to leave the place. Obviously, this makes her helpless and 
the stage direction at this point shows the mental agony of Rose in the following words: 
Rose watches the door closed, starts towards it, and stops. She takes the chair 
back to the table, picks up the magazine, looks at it, and puts it down. She 
goes to the rocking-chair, sits, rocks. stops, and sits still. There is a sharp 
knock at the door, which opens. Enter Mr. Kidd. (Pinter, Pluts 1 102) 
The relationship between Rose and Riley cannot be guessed from the text as Pinter has not 
given the slightest hint. But the question whether they have any past connection can be 
guessed from the fact when Rile\ declares that her father wants her to come home and in the 
next dialogue he says. "Come home. Sal" (Pinter. 1'lais 1 108). This obviously suggests that 
they may have had some connection in the distant past and Rile\ may be a messenger from 
his father. Riley cannot be her father that is true from the text. Critics have given different 
interpretation on the distant past relationship of Riley and Rose but those interpretations are 
mostly out of the text, based on the anticipations. Rose's decision to see Riley in her room is 
almost inexplicable as she \+ants to avoid him first but later after being threatened by Mr. 
Kidd that if she doesn't see the man then he may come anytime even in the presence of Bert. 
Here Rose fears Bert's jealousy and wrath if she meets Riley in his presence. On the one hand 
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Bert is expected to arrive any moment and on the other hand she is forced to see a stranger 
which her husband, if he comes to know. may not tolerate. Why does she want to see Riley? 
Is it a simple curiosity or is it because he has been staying in the basement for few days and 
he may be the person who has told the Sands about her safe haven going to be vacant? It is 
evident that Rose has had a relationship with that blind man in the past otherwise he would 
have not chased her at this old age at an alien place. Nobody knows about her whereabouts 
but the blind Negro has been hunting for her leaving no choice to her: 
If she invites the man in. she runs the risk of having Bert return and discover 
them. If she refuses to invite him, she runs the risk of having him call when 
Bert is present. That both situations seems threatening to her is a function of 
her inner betrayal of Bert and the possibility that this betrayal might become 
evident in the presence of the visitor. (Quigley, The Pinter Problem 101) 
Whatever be the reason but one thing is clearly comprehensible that her cold relationship 
x\ith Bert and her intense curiosity about the basement drives her to see Riley in the absence 
of her husband. For her Riley' is not the agent of the external world from which she has kept 
herself willingly aloof but he is a person who has been staying in the basement. She asks Mr. 
Kidd to "fetch him. Quick. Quick!" (Pinter. Plays 1 106). 
Rose till now has given the impression that she has been leading a chaste life with her 
husband without having an ugly past. But amidst all these pretensions she tries to hide herself 
from her past thinking that no one knows anything about her in a new place. After the arrival 
of Riley in the room she becomes tremendously agitated and nervous. To overcome her 
nervousness and to place herself in a dominant position, as an Occupant of' the room, she 
starts talking vehemently and tries to overpower Riley by scolding him even without listening 
to what he has cone for. 
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Still when Riley tells her that his name is Riley she counters him: "That's not your 
name. That's not your name" This situation makes us wonder whether she knows a person 
named Riley. She starts scolding him for disturbing her evening, for insulting her by forcing 
himself in the room and calls him "deaf and dumb and blind" and "A bunch of cripples" 
(Pinter, PIms 1 107). When Riley mentions about the room and says he wants to see her, she 
becomes terribly upset at this and says: 
[...] as for you saying you know me. what liberty is that? Telling my landlord 
too. Upsetting my landlord. What do )ou think you're up to? We're settled 
down here, cos\ quiet, and our landlord thinks the world of us, we're his 
favourite tenants. and you come in and drive him up the wall, and drag my 
name into it! What did you mean by dragging m\ name into it. and my 
husband's name? I low did you know \%hat our name %gas? ( Pinter, Plays 1 
107) 
She also warns him that she is not a little girl to dominate over and tries to give him the 
impression that it is not easy for him to carry her out or drag her from the room as she is a "a 
grown-up woman in this room" (Pinter. Pla►s 1 106) which means that it is impossible for 
him even to convince her. Finally when Riley says that he has brought a message for her, she 
vehemently retorts: 
You've got what' I low could you have a message for me, Mister Riley, when 
I don't Ikno%\ 'ou and nobody kno~ss I'm here and I don't know anybody 
anyway. You think I'm an easy touch, don't you? Well, why don't you give it 
up as bad job? Get off out of it. I've had enough of this. You're not only a nut. 
you're a blind nut and you can get out the way you came. (Pinter, Plays / 108) 
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But the next moment her curiosity forces her to ask Rile\: "What message? Who have )ou 
got a message from? Who?" (Pinter. Plat •.c 1 108). Riley calmly says that her father wants her 
to come home. The moment she gets the message she is shocked and shouts at Riley: "Home? 
Go now. Come on. It's late. It's late" (Pinter. Plats 1 108). 
Till now Rose is not read\ to accept anything and has not responded to Riley directly. 
But after hearing the message her attitude suddero) changes as she is afraid of the external 
world. Her memories of her own home have been receded into the background and she 
refuses to return home. One part of her refuses to acknowledge the existence of the external 
world as she feels comfortable inside the room and wants to insult and dominate over Riley 
but another part of her is curious to know more. Reminding her about her own home 
enhances the conflict between the efficacy of the room and the need of a home in one's life. 
To Rose, till now, her room is her own home \\-here she lives with her husband ignoring all 
the problems of conjugal life and overlooking the disadvantages of the room which she 
considers a safe haven from external threat. But the utterance of the word 'home' breaks her 
down momentarily. When Riley again asks her to come home she replies, "Stop it. I can't 
take it. What do you want? What do you want?" (Pinter, Plays 1 108) 
Her existence is further shattered when Riley calls her by another name 'Sal' which 
she doesn't \%ant to hear as it obviously reminds her of some distant memories from which 
she has been escaping throughout her life. For her. Riley is a messenger from her past. But 
hen Rile\ neither does nor says anything sinister or horrible she responds to him a bit 
warmly. The following conversation between Rose and Riley shows how Rose gradually 
calms do\%n after her vehement denial of being called Sal: 
Riley: Come home Sal. 
Rose: Don't call me that. 
Riley: Come. now. 
Rose: Don't call me that. 
Riley: So no you're here. 
Rose: Not Sal. 
Riley: Now I touch you. 
Rose: Don't touch me. 
Riley: Sal. 
Rose: I can't. 
Riley: I want you to come home. 
Rose: No. 
Riley: With me. 
Rose: I can't. 
Riley: 1 waited to see you. 
Rose: Yes. 
Riley: Now I see you. 
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Rose: Yes. 
53 
Riley: Sal. 
Rose: Not that. 
Riley: So, now. 
Pause. 
So. no%%. 
Rose: I've been here. 
Riley: Yes. 
Rose: Long. 
Riley: Yes. (Pinter, Plays 1 108-109). 
Now Rose acquiesces in being called Sal and her room which has been described and defined 
till now in contrast to other things, especially in contrast to the basement, has lost its haven 
like characteristics after having put it in contrast to 'home'. The room now becomes only 
'here'. Referring to the above conversation Austin E. Quigley says: 
We have here the %erbal reinforcement of a shared reality that Bert has long 
denied Rose. Rile>'s monosyllabic responses are crucial statements for Rose 
\+ho finds in this relationship the common ground of "reality" which her 
previous life in the room significantly lacked. The virtues of that life crumble 
as one verbal illusion is substitute for another. ("The Room" 68) 
Finally the momentary human warmth that Riley offers exposes Rose's fear of losing the 
room as a lie, a lie which she conceals to live her life by attaching an enormous value and 
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importance to the room. When Riley asks her to come she admits the truth that her life in the 
room is repugnant: "The day is a hump. I never go out (Pinter, Plays 1109). 
When she touches his eyes, the back of his head and his temples, it seems that she is 
actually trying to seek a way to escape from the room, but her hands already employ the 
gestures of the blind. Here she finds out her own self which has been repressed for a long 
time in the relationship with Bert. She appears to have been persuaded to believe in the 
authenticity of the appeal which is reflected in a momentary softening. This is in contrast to 
her earlier rejection when she does not allow him to touch her but finally she herself ends in 
touching him. 
At this moment Bert enters the room and without noticing them he goes on to narrate 
his experiences of driving in the chilly evening. Bert's description is focused on controlling 
the car in the external world but here he refers to the van as 'she' as if driving a car is akin to 
a sexual experience. Astonishingly, Bert emerges as a character full of vigor and energy in 
contrast to the opening scene where Bert remains silent amidst the constant chattering of 
Rose. It seems that Rose is trying to dominate over him. Even her liking for to strong tea in 
comparison to Bert's preference of weak tea also denotes that Rose is perhaps domineering in 
her attitude whereas Bert is dependent upon the care of Rose and submissive in front of her. 
But in the final scene Bert is totally different. His manner of describing the driving 
experiences and his choice of words filly suggest that Bert is actually not what the opening 
scene suggests of him_ Rather he is fully in control of the room. His silence is his power 
whereas constant talking is Rose's weakness. Her chattering is a nervous attempt to till a 
vacuum in the room and to maintain a relationship with the person on whom she is dependent 
for two and shelter. The last scene obviously brings their subtly off balance relationship on 
the surface. 
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His references to the van parallel Rose's earlier domineering attitude towards him. 
Their insatiable urges to dominate are clearly expressed in this speech. At the same time this 
speech also shows Bert's attempt to find an alternative means beyond their disturbing 
conjugal relationship to manifest his inner desire which he has suppressed within himself: 
Bert: I drove her down, hard. They got it dark out. 
Rose: Yes. 
Bert: Then I drove her hack, hard. They got it very icy out. 
Rose: Yes. 
Bert: But I drove her. 
Pause. 
I sped her. 
I caned her along. (Pinter, Plums I 1 10) 
Rose wants to respond but Bert's insistence on his power over the feminine van makes her 
recoil into silence. In this context Austin E. Quigley mentions: 
It is now Bert, not Rose, who is creating a verbal world that conforms to his 
needs, and it is now Rose. not Bert, who is required to give confirmation of 
this world. But Rose, like Bert earlier, lapses instead into silence. Bert's loss 
of Rose becomes manifest in the dialogue as she ceases to provide verbal 
reinforcement to his statement... As Rose's response cease. he is left to face 
the isolation of his needs. ("The Room" 69-70) 
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As Rose is dependent on Bert for her food and shelter. Bert is also dependent in the same way 
on Rose. She takes care of his food, clothes and health from which she derives her own sense 
of worth. He cannot afford to lose her as much as she wants to stay in the room. Before his 
departure she seems to be happy to stay in the protective walls of the room and she also says 
three times that after his return she will make cocoa for him. But on his return what Bert finds 
is rather shocking for him—Rose standing with her hands on Riley. Bert's outburst of 
violence may be motivated by the feelings of jealousy but his delayed action also suggested 
some other motives. Though Bert expresses no anger at first on seeing them in that situation 
but he manifests his suppressed sexual energy and desire to dominate over her through his 
narrative of driving his van; 
She was good. Then I got back. I could see the road all right. There was no 
cars. One there was. lie wouldn't move. I bumped him. I got my road. I had 
all my way. There again and back. They shoved our of il, I kept on the straight. 
There was no mixing it. Not with her. She was good. She went with me. She 
don't mix it with me. I use my hand. Like that. I get hold of her. I go where I 
go. She took Inc there, She brought me back, (Pinter, Plays 1 110) 
Bert is a visitor to the outside world and before Riley he must be the only agent who is 
constantly in touch with hostile external world. But he knows how to deal with the cruelty of 
the unsympathetic world. Being the only link between the external and the internal world. 
Bert perhaps has already admitted the ways of the both world. But the arrival of Riley, the 
second agent of the external world, disturbs both the way of the world as it threatens the 
balance maintained in the internal world of the room. Bert's discovery of uncanny things in 
the room upon his arrival makes him aware of this sudden change inside the room which he 
obviously does not want. But before taking any action, he wants to be sure whether there is 
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any change or not and when Rose fails to respond to his communication, which is 
contradictory to her character, he senses the change that has taken place upon the arrival of 
the agent of the external world. Rose not only fails to respond to him but also she does not 
explain the situation to him nor does she give any reason for Riley's presence in the room. 
Rose's silence in this critical situation forces Bert to express his inner desire which he 
has kept suppressed for a long time. His description of the journey in this chilly evening is 
actually a sort of warning for both Rose and Kiley. He expresses his own emotion 
vehemently. The very first line. She was good." is a comparison between Rose and his own 
van which is more honest and faithful to him than Rose as "She (the van) don't mix it with 
me" (Pinter. Plal.s 1 110) and There was no mixing it" (Pinter, PCovrs 1 110). But lie knows 
how to control the situation and he hints at it by assigning masculine gender to another car 
standing on the road. Thus he draws a comparison between Riley and another car which may 
become an obstacle in his journey on the road. He says that he bumped the other car as it 
wouldn't move and found his way with full control over his van. In other words he 
emphasizes on the fact that he has a full dominance over the room and nothing external can 
change the balance inside the room. And finally, Riley also meets with the same fete. Perhaps 
Riley realizes this veiled threat of Bert and when he tries to give an explanation or say 
something about his wife, he is not given a single chance. Bert suddenly attacks him and 
brutally heats him to death. Before attacking Riley, Bert utters "Lice" which is very 
symbolical. For Bert, Riley is just like lice which survive by sucking other's blood. In other 
words for Bert. Riley's existence in this world would have been dangerous for him and Rose 
as he would have continued sucking their blood till death. The use of the word 'Lice is 
obviously a derogatory remark and from this it is easily understood how Bert hates the 
interference ar any external agency in his room. 
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When Ben walks away after murdering Riley. Rose screams clutching her own eyes: 
"Can't see. I can't see. I can't see" (Pinter, Plays 1 110). The blindness of Rose is symbolic 
as it not only suggests the death of her own self or existence but also it suggests the 
completion of the cycle of violence. The violence of the external world of which she is so 
afraid comes full circle inside her own room in the hands of her own husband whom she has 
been trying to dominate since they have been together. But finally it has been proved that it is 
her husband in fact who dominates over her through his silence. Her illusion of safety inside 
the room no longer exists now. The moment of epiphany is when she realizes the truth about 
her unhappy conjugal life, about her frugal existence inside the room and her desire to escape 
from the room with Riley. Ironically, the room which she earlier considers to be safe haven 
from the cruelty of the external world has finally become a prison for her from which she no 
longer hopes to escape. 
Rose's physical blindness also suggests her earlier metaphorical blindness and 
ignorance to the reality of the world and her own existence. Earlier she had cut herself off 
from the external world totally or in other words she was actually blind to the happenings of 
the external world, so much so that she was ignorant about the basement and its occupants in 
her own building. Symbolically, the basement is the crucial part of a building as it is the 
foundation of the building. Her ignorance of the basement suggests her denial of the 
existence of thai foundation on which she is actually leading her own life. Our existence is 
dependent to the knowledge of our own surroundings. Ironically when she gains the 
knowledge ofher own existence by coming into contact with the occupant of the basement or 
in other words by coming into contact with the reality of the external world she becomes 
physically blind. When she has eyes she is metaphorically blind but at the end despite her 
physical blindness she is able to see the reality but is not able to face that now. She thus takes 
a regressive step by crouching into the physical blindness and life fulfills its own cycle here. 
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Rose has been struggling for keeping the room from the very beginning as it is the 
most coveted thing for her. The room has been associated with her existence. "ITo save her 
existence from the cruelty of the external world she not only has been struggling to keep it in 
her possession but also she has been considering it the best place to live. At the end of the 
play. she retains the room but her existence has been dissociated from the room by the 
knowledge she has gained. Her blindness is thus the redemption to her earlier ignorance of 
the world. Penelope Prentice aptly says: 
What The Room ironically dramatizes is that the rigid or obsessive desire to 
maintain the sine qua non of existence---shelter—may be the very attitude 
which produces the action to destroy it when that attitude is attended by a 
belief that there is no other choice, no way out. Thus Riley's arrival reveals a 
deeper truth than the one Rose expresses. Though she tries to maintain her 
shelter this is not \%hat she wants, she truly seeks something no less 
important—love or affection. Love will, only much later in Pinter's work, 
inform justice on larger scale. But here characters dramatize the dishonesty of 
stated desire, and the irony that they cling to what they do not want, implying 
perhaps they might do well to hold with a loose rein what is truly desired. But 
first they must know what that is. If human relationship, love, some 
reciprocity of communication is wanted, it remains unarticulated even while it 
is dramatized. Here justice remains in the shadow as the self-administered iron 
fist delivered by Bert. whose power is equaled only by his fear. (54-55) 
The Caretaker 
Pinter's first critically acclaimed play The Caretaker has, since its theatrical 
enactment, been puzzling the critics for its diverse themes as well as its novelty. The play 
bears the stamp of Pinter's special treatment and also bewilders the audience in the climax. 
The title itself bears the dual meaning in original sense, In a conversation with Terrence 
Rattigan Pinter clarifies that the caretaker in the title is actually Davies who is offered the job 
by Aston and Mick but Davies fails to acknowledge the job because of his whining nature. 
Yet. Aston is the actual caretaker of Mick's flat as he has been appointed to take care and to 
decorate the house properly. On the other hand Mick is Aston's caretaker as he has been 
taking care of his mentally unstable brother, Thus the title The Caretaker may appear simple 
but is multidimensional in its meaning and function in reality. 
The play is about friendship, loneliness, isolation and to some extent also about love. 
The play also reflects on the human relationship as these characters in the play come so close 
to forming human alliances, but when they fail to form human bonds, their loss becomes a 
portrayal of universal failure of human being. 
The apparent failure of the characters in the play to form a human connection is due to 
the fact that they struggle to keep the possession of the room, a shelter that may provide them 
a refuge from the chaotic and threatening external world. though Mick is apparently the 
owner of the room with Aston being the caretaker, Davies, a tramp, who has just lost his job 
and has no place to stay, tries to act as a usurper in the play by playing one brother against the 
other. The whole action in the play is focused on one motive which is Pinter's prime motive 
in his earlier plays—dominance and subservience. The room indeed becomes a battle ground 
for the characters to exercise their dominance over the others. Here the room itself has 
become a symbol as only the dominant person can stay in the room. Physically, the room 
serves as the shelter for their existence in the cruel world, especially for Davies who is 
homeless at the outset of the play and struggles to occupy a place for himself by hook or 
crook. 
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The play is not about a caretaker but about a man, Davies, who might have become a 
caretaker only he has been less greedy. 'Ihe play has both humour and pathos because the 
central character is both an object of pity and humour. Davies fails to acknowledge the 
kindness shown to him and consequently becomes what he has always been, a tramp. 
Opinionated, narrow minded, prejudiced, racist, talkative, greedy and irascible he pays very 
dearly for his shrewdness in playing one brother against the other. Unlike other plays, which 
end in violence, this play has a poignant ending. Pinter himself admitted to this change. He 
said: 
At the end of The Caretaker, there are Iwo people alone in on room, and one 
of them must go in such a way as to produce a sense of complete separation 
and finality. I thought originally that the play must end with the violent death 
of one at the hands of the other, But then I realized, when I got to the point, 
that the characters as they had grown could never act in this way. (Hinchliffe 
89) 
In another explicit statement on The Caretaker Pinter stated: 
The original idea was to end the play with the violent death of the tramp. It 
suddenly struck me that it was not necessary. And I think that in this play 
have developed. that I have no need to use cabaret turns and blackouts in 
screams in the dark to the extent that I enjoyed using them before. I feel that I 
can deal, without resorting to that kind of thing, with a human situation. I do 
see this play as merely a particular human situation, concerning three 
particular people, and not incidentally symbols. (Hinchliffe 89) 
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In comparison io the other play The Ruom, The Caretaker presents a more explicit struggle 
for the possession of the room. Here the struggle between the characters is in the form of a 
game against one another through which they try to wield their power over the other. While 
Mick, the owner of the room, resorts to physical violence on Davies at first and then starts a 
psychological game with him after realizing his ulterior motive, Davies also resorts to a game 
with both brothers. When Davies realizes that the actual owner of the room is Mick, he then 
tries to convince him by shoving him against Aston. He plans to push Aston outside the room 
to occupy his place permanently, and thereby to bring an end to his vagabond life. On the 
other hand. Aston, who is comparatively reticent, extends his humanitarian help in every 
situation towards Davies but later realizes his ulterior motive and decides to keep him off to 
save his own haven. Though Asians character is a little more complex than the other two, it 
is quite incomprehensible whether what Aston does for Davies is out of his extreme 
sympathy or is just a way to break the ice between him and Mick. 
The play from the beginning till the climax shows that there is a possibility of an 
underlying tension between the brothers as they speak very little with cacti other. So Davies 
becomes an instrument for them to vent their feelings to break the ice and it is reflected from 
the faint smile of both brothers at the end of the play. What is the real purpose of bringing 
Davies to the room is not known but the way Pinter gives the stage direction and the 
description of the room which is full of junk objects picked up by Aston from here and there, 
it seems that Davis is another junk, object picked up by him. So the stature of Davies as a junk 
item means that he has been used for the channelization of the brothers whimsical fancy as 
well as to restore the broken communication between them. Obviously Davies plays an 
important role in restoring the broken communication between the two brothers but it is 
contrary to his own desires. 
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Davies has become jobless and homeless because of a tight in a bar where he worked. 
The intervention of Aston saves him from some serious injury and he brings him in his own 
room. Sympathetic Aston. not only provides him a shelter, but tries to make him feel 
comfortable as fir as possible. He offers him complete hospitality, a bed to sleep (even 
exchanges bed for his comfort), offers him money, and a shoe but Davies however is not 
satisfied with Aston's hospitality and even refuses to acknowledge it. In fact Davies starts 
finding fault at almost e\ ervthing and anyThing that is offered to him. 
in all of Pinter's pla\ s. the eternal C%orld is threatening and dangerous. An intruder in 
a room or an agent from the c\ternal world always creates a new balance among the 
inhabitants of the room which may disturb the old equation or may give a new turn in the 
equation that exists among the inhabitants. Thus the arrival of Davies in the room creates a 
sense of menace from the very beginning of the play as nothing is known about Davies. He is 
a total stranger in this set up. He is afraid of the external world which, for him, is more 
threatening. Davies talks about the threatening external world: 
Davies: Ten minutes of for a tea break in the middle of the night in that place 
and I couldn't find a seat, not one. All them Greeks had it. Poles, Greeks, 
Blacks, the lot of them. all them aliens had me working there ... they had me 
working... [...j All them Blacks had it, Blacks, Greeks, Poles, the lot of them, 
that's what, doing me out of a seat: treating me like a dirt. (Pinter. Plays 2 6) 
So Davies. despite being an agent of an external world, is himself afraid of the cruel external 
world and according to him these Blacks. Greeks. Poles and many 'aliens' like them make 
this world an impossible place to live and work. Davies' irrational fear is one of the principal 
reasons why he turns down the job of the caretaker initially. As a caretaker, he would have to 
open the door and perhaps let in the outsiders. He would also have to wear a uniform, \%hich 
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is a badge of recognition. and also means conformity. Davies Would heat the mercy of Aston 
and Mick. as his employers. In other words. Davies is exposed to all the hazards of the 
occupations he chooses. Man. in order to exist and to earn his living through a legitimate 
occupation, must make himself vulnerable. Ironically. Davies has made himself vulnerable 
the moment he steps into Aston's house. For his own jobless and homeless condition he 
plainly accuses the threatening external world full of 'aliens' who are bossing around in the 
workplace and he doesn't want to be bossed by them. Describing the commotion in the bar, 
lie says: 
Davies: Comes up to me, parks a bucket of rubbish at me tells me to take it out 
the back. Its not my job to take out the bucket! They got a boy there for taking 
out the bucket. I wasn't engaged to take out buckets. My job's cleaning the 
floor. clearing up the tables, doing a bit of washing-up, nothing to do with 
taking out buckets! 
Aston: Uh. 
Ile crosses do►t'n right. to get the electric toaster. 
Davies: (followwiny). Yes, well say I had! Even if I had! Even if I was 
supposed to take out the bucket, who was this git to come up and give me 
orders? We got the same standing. He's not my boss. He's nothing superior to 
me. 
Aston. What was he, a Greek? 
Davies: Not him, he \\as a Scotch. He was a Scotchman. (Pinter. Platis 2 7-8) 
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The above conversation also reflects one important trait of Davies's character that he doesn't 
want to do any work that is assigned to someone else in the workplace. On the other hand, it 
is Da \ ies' essential hUmanit\ that Pinter is describing. Davies is Pinter's symbol of the 
universal human need for loge, companionship. food. shelter and clothing; at the same time, 
he is the symbol of man's journey through life—cold, pain, loneliness, despair, death. 
Davies Fie never blames himself for anything and always tries to shift the blame on to 
someone else. Though he considers this room as a potential refuge from the threatening 
external world but here in this room he is himself the alien and vulnerable to attack for that 
very reason. His unwillingness to admit his own origin suggests that he is anxious not to be 
labeled as any kind of outsider. The two names—Bernard Jenkins and MacDavies—that he 
admits are a blend of Scottish, Irish and Welsh; which is rather a weak attempt to become all 
of them but still considered to be alien by Mick and Aston. Davies is outsider not only in the 
social sense, as a tramp, but also with regard to the relationship between the two brothers. 
Mick and Aston, who despite their lack of communication and a probable underlying tension 
between them. still share a kind of bond of sympathetic understanding. They are the unified 
centre of the plays entire action. This emerges. for an example, in a brief scene between 
Mick and Davies, when they are discussing about the sort of improvement can be made in the 
room: 
Davies: Who would live there? 
Mick: I would .., My brother and me. 
Pause. 
Davies: What about me? 
Mick: (Quiet/v.) All this junk here. It's no good to anyone.... (Pinter. Plays 2 
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Mick's last statement in response to Davies question here puts Davies in the category of 
junk kept in the room which is useless to Mick and so is Davies. Although the brothers have 
given him a shelter but lie is never accepted by them. By unspoken rejection Davies is always 
made to feel his isolation. Mick is consciously suspicious of him and Aston despite his 
naivete, is quietly determined to expel the threat to his own achieved existence. 
After arriving in the room Davies, being a stranger to Aston, needs to show himself 
up in a manner that may help him to %%,in what he desires the most at that moment. And 
obviously lie gets what lie wants. A little later Aston offers him a bed to sleep in the room. 
Moreover Aston offers him to stay in the room till Davies can sort out his all problems. 
Davies reveals his basically defensive nature during the loosening up routine. He wants to be 
ready to counter any threat of aggressiveness against him. Aston defines himself by 
association with the tobacco can. the electric plug, and the toaster which he is constantly 
repairing, as also the shed lie is building behind the house. Each of the characters possesses 
objects which can either be identified with him or occupies an area that is uniquely his own. 
It is when one character intrudes into the area of another or tries to possess or destroy an 
object belonging to someone else. that conflict is aroused. When Aston gives Davies Mick's 
bed. the tramp becomes a trespasser in Mick's territory. Davies has the general run of the 
house, since lie is Aston's guest. but so close is the confinement that Davies. no matter what 
lie does, cannot help infringing on another's territory. 
But the Hamletian dilemma that is rooted in Davies' character compels him not to sort 
out his problems soon so that lie may not lose his refuge and be a tramp again. . His major 
problem as he has accepted is to go to Sidcup where he has kept his original papers with a 
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man a very long time ago. Davies' task in the play is to try and establish his identity, which is 
equivalent to survival in a sense. He wants a pair of shoes from Aston to go to Sidcup and 
get his identity papers which can prove his real identity. However, consciously or 
unconsciously, he knows he will never get to Sidcup. Things will never he exactly right, to 
enable him to make the journey. Davies admires the shoes Aston gives him, but says they do 
not fit. In a moment that shoe turns from "Good shoe this' to "They'd cripple me in a week" 
(Filter, Plays 2 13-14). He has mentioned that the shoe is a matter of life and death to him. 
Earlier he had narrated an incident to prove his desperation as well as his choosy nature for a 
good shoe. The incident that describes his journey to Luton monastery for a pair of shoes is 
interesting. It shows some important traits of his character but more importantly the way he 
narrates the incident proves that he wants to seek sympathy from others. He describes: 
Davies: [...1 Can't wear shoes that don'c fit. Nothing worse. I said to this 
monk, here, I said, look here, mister, he opened the dar, big door, he opened 
it, look here, mister. I said, I come all the way down here, look, I said, 
showed him these, I said, you haven't got a pair of shoes, have you, a pair of 
shoes. I said, enough to keep me on my way. Look at these, they're nearly out, 
I said, they're no good to me. I heard you got a stock of shoes here. Piss off, 
he said to me. Now look here, I said. Jul sn old man, you can't talk to me like 
that. I don't care who you are. If you don't piss off; he says, I'll kick you all 
the way to the gate. Now look here, I said, now wait a minute. all I'm asking 
for a pair of shoes_ you don't want to start taking liberties with me, it's taken 
me three days to get here, I said to him, three days without a bile, I'm worth a 
bite to eat, en I? [...] Meal? I said, what do you think I am, a dog? Nothing 
better than a dog. What do you think I am, a wild animal? What about them 
shoes I come all the way here to get I heard you was giving away? I've a good 
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mind to report you to your mother superior. [...] Lucky 1 had my old ones 
\vrapped up, still carrying them, otherwise I'd have been finished, man. So 
Fe had to stay with these, you see, they're gone, they're no good, all the 
good's gone out of them. ( Pinter, Plays 2 12-13) 
The whole incident of Luton monastery is hard to believe. If what he sa's is true then his 
motive is seeking sympathy for being an old man and for the treatment he had endured in the 
monastery. But Davies' attitude towards the shoe is never clear. What he is actually trying to 
do by pointing out those shortcomings in shoes and turning down the favours is to dominate 
over Aston psychologically by making him realize that he is far more sophisticated and 
superior than Aston. He cannot wear shoes which Aston considers good as according to him 
they are actually worthless. When Aston gives him shoes in the Third Act, he accepts the 
shoe finally but not without expressing his grudge against that. Procrastination is one of the 
important characteristics of Davies. In fact, it is the tragic flaw of his character for which his 
downfall or expulsion from the room becomes inevitable. 
The entire shoe episode from First Act to Third Act is related to Davies' problem of 
going to Sidcup. Besides shoe lie places another condition. he will go to Sidcup if the weather 
is good. When lie gets to Sidcup, the possibility is that the man lie left the papers with may be 
dead. Sidcup is actually a mythical destination for Davies. A room provides him warmth, 
shelter, food, and companionship. The shoe actually represent a threat to this security, since if 
he accepts them. Davies will ha%e to go out in the cold alien world. The Sidcup destination 
and the identity papers constitute a technique Davies has formulated for enlisting sympathy 
from other people and manipulating them. The Sidcup stratagem breaks down at the end. with 
Davies pleading to be allowed to stay in the room. In the Third Act, the relationship between 
Aston and Davies has turned into bitter one as Aston by then has realized the real motive of 
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Davies and he wants to get rid of him anyhow. So he does not show any more interest when 
Davies accepts the shoe. 
Aston also otters him the job of the caretaker in his room, knowing the fact that he is 
not the real owner. But as usual Davies cannot acknowledge the job wholeheartedly. Thus 
Aston. who tries to establish a human bond from the beginning of the relationship by offering 
what lie can do for Davies, fails to initiate any proper bond with Davies for which Davies 
himself is responsible. Martin Esslin in his book Pinter: The Playwright observes about 
Davies: 
..] the old tramp emerges in the first minutes of the play as an epitome of the 
worst traits of the British workmen: prone to get involved in quarrels about 
who should do what job. xenophobic, lazy and ill-tempered. Moreover he is 
bitter. weak and constantly deceiving others as well as himself. He tells Aston 
that he is not really called Davies, for example. His name is Jenkins. At least 
he has got an insurance card under the name of Jenkins. Yet, when he further 
questioned, lie reverts to Davies. Davies is his real name. (89) 
In the Second Act Mick cross-examines and counter attacks Davies, rapidly 
alternating between brutality and politeness. He seizes Davies' trousers in a threatening 
manner. But the next moment he becomes friendly, even friendlier than Aston and tries to 
establish a close relationship \\ith Davies by saying that lie bears a resemblance to his uncle's 
brother, "You remind me one of my uncle's brother. He was always on the move, that man. 
[...] Your spitting image he was. Married a Chinaman and went to Jamaica" (Pinter, flays 2 
29). A fe%% moments later lie again says that Davies reminds him of a man whom he knew in 
Shroeditch: "You know, believe it or not, you've got a funny kind of resemblance to a bloke 
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once knew in Shroeditch. [.....] Dead spit of you he was. Bit bigger round the nose but there 
was nothing in it" (Pinter. Plays 2 30). 
Mick is aggressively extrovert, constantly determined to be seen as a pillar of the 
social and business communities—a pose always rather at odds with his leather jacketed 
appearance. His conversation seems calculated to make Davies aware of how much an 
outsider he is; these speeches portray Mick as a man with extensive family and social 
connections; gregarious, with an intimate knowledge of London and its colorful characters. 
There is a doubt about the genuineness of his words. "My uncle's brother" strikes a wrong 
note from the start, since it represents logically either his father or another uncle of Mick's. 
Why use this odd periphrasis unless he is just making up things as he goes along or striving 
too hard for effect, falsely implying a wider web of family than actually exist? Much of what 
Mick says has this hollow ring to it. 
Through a constant and rapidly changing tone Mick asks more questions to Davies to 
elicit information from him so that he may able to understand his real motive of his arrival. It 
is obvious that unlike Aston. Mick is able to asses more about the character of Davies. To 
attack Davies and to keep him off guard, Mick within a short span of time asks repeatedly his 
name and whether he slept the previous night there: 
Mick: What bed you sleep in? 
Davies: Now look here— 
Mick: Eh? 
Davies: That one. 
Mick: Not the other one? 
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Davies: No. 
\lick: Choosy. (Pinter. Plays 2 29) 
And after his second long speech Mick again asks the same question to pressurize on Davies: 
Mick: (A Shout.) Sleep here last night? 
Davies: Yes.. 
Mick: (Continuing at great pace.) Ho \+'d you sleep? 
Davies: I slept - 
Mick: Sleep well? 
Davies: No look -- 
Mick: What bed? 
Davies: That— 
Mick: Not the other? 
Davies: No! 
Mick: Choosy. 
I'au.se. (QuietIl .) Choose. (Pinter. Plays 2 31) 
Here Mick not only tries to dominate over Davies but also constantly keeps him under 
pressure. He repeatedly asks the same question without paying heed to what Davies says. 
What Mick summarizes about the nature and character of Davies is reflected in his one 
72 
utterance. "Choosy." E3eteen his two long speeches Mick declares to the astonishment of 
Davies that this room belongs to him and Davies slept in his bed the previous night. On 
realizing the real motive of Davies, Mick asks him suddenly and even without paying 
attention to the angry and warn Davies. "You intending to settle down here?" (Pinter, Plays 2 
32). Indeed, this is \\hat Davies' real motive is. but to keep it hidden he asks for his trousers 
and says that he wants to go to Sidcup. Furthermore, Mick vehemently attacks Davies: 
You're stinking the place out. You're an old robber, there's no getting away 
from it. You're an old skate. You don't belong in a nice place like this. You're 
an old barbarian. Honest. You got no business wandering about in an 
unfiirnished flat. (Pinter. Plats 2 33 ) 
Mick's calculated statement about Davies' character is quite true but rather harsh for an old 
man. And the purpose of these attacks is to remind Davies that he does not belong to their 
place. Ile is an outsider and he has to leave the place at the end. Davies does not understand 
Mick's shrewdness and %0 hen Mick oes out of the room. Davies asks Aston: 
Davies: Who was that feller? 
Aston: He's my brother. 
Davies: Is he? Ile's a bit of joker. en he? (Pinter. Plui's 2 37) 
Considering Mick as a joker is the biggest mistake Davies commits reflecting his inability to 
assess the situation. In the confrontation between Davies and Mick. Davies reveals himself a 
lot to Mick whereas Mick emerges as an enigmatic figure to Davies. His desire for 
dominance in the room is subdued momentarily before Mick's charismatic figure but later on 
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realizing this truth, he wants to get close to Mick and plans to play off the brothers against 
each other. 
Before Mick goes out of the room, there is another small incident which, for Mick, is 
a sort of game played between them in which Aston gives a bag to Davies and Mick grabs the 
bang from Davies: 
Aston: Here you are. (Aston offers the bug to Davies.) 
.Mick grabs it..{stun takes it. [...J Aston gives it to Afick. -Ifick gives it to 
Davies. (Pinter, Plais 2 37) 
This game is very important to understand the motives of the brothers, especially of Aston. 
Obviously, the purpose of this game is to tease Davies but there is also an ulterior motive that 
is reflected in the final line of the above quoted passage in which it comes across that Aston 
gives the bag to Mick and finally Mick gives the bag to Davies. Then the game stops. Aston, 
who has been seen as a kind hearted, slow witted gentleman and generous towards Davies 
from the very beginning of the pla\. is seen in a different light now. here ►►hen Mick tries to 
tease as well as dominate over Davies. why does Aston give the bag to Mick finally? This 
one incident in the play questions the whole motive of Aston. including bringing Davies in 
the room. This line and the whole game indicates that the brothers are on one side in the 
game and Davies is on the other side where his situation depends on the mercy of the 
brothers. Or the brothers are using Davies as a springboard to keep away the tension that 
exists between them. Or for Mick. Davies is nothing but an object of amusement to play with 
few days more. After this incident Mick goes out silently and Davies and Aston remain in the 
room. His silent exit may imply his realization that Aston is happy to have this man to take 
care of. so he keeps them as Aston wants to be. On the other hand, this game also implies the 
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dominant character in the play. Initially Mick's grabbing the bag from Davies and finally he 
himself offers the bag to Davies underlies the dominance of Mick in the room as he can do 
%%hatever he wants in his room or he can wish what to gi\e and who to give. Power lies on the 
action of Mick as it is he who decides the course of the action. No wonder, Davies is stunned 
and surprised by the way Mick confronts him. 
This bag incident also reflects one more important aspect of Davies. The Sidcup paper 
represents an imaginary identity; Davies' real identity is expressed by what he says and does 
and by what he carries with him his ragged clothes, for example. His name may be Bernard 
Jenkins or Mac Davies but he is. quite simply and naturally a tramp. And this bag tends to 
identify Davies. He says: "[...] I left all my belongings in that place. in the back room there. 
All of them, the lot there was. you see, in this bag. Every lousy bit of all my bleeding 
belongings I left down there noW' (Pinter, Plurs 2 8). Davies is tormented and victimized 
here because the hag that Aston has brought is actually not his bag. This hag possibly 
belonged to Mick as he has already mentioned that this hag is very much familiar to him. 
Aston is evasive here but it can he inferred from the whole game that the brothers are playing 
a game against the old man. 
In the same evening the Electrolux incident takes place when Davies returns in the 
room. This incident leaves him in a state of panic. Davies has been under the threat of an 
abject terror and he is trying to keep himself guarding against any attack. The scene is one of 
the principle scenes of victimization and expression of cruelty in the play. This scene 
provides a complex image of man—weak, cowardly, defensive, facing darkness, an unseen 
menace, perhaps death. Each man goes the route of Davies because the tramp represents all 
men and everywhere there is a Mick who is a shred manipulator, who inflicts the cruelty 
which is the condition of existence. Mick is the conscious manipulator of the old man, 
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destroying him sloly. seeming to enjo\ the experience. Mick torments Davies beyond 
endurance until the old man, with a knife in hand. stands screaming in terror at the unknown 
thing that is coming at him in the dark. 
After terrorizing Davies with the Electrolux. suave and quick-witted Mick proceeds to 
allay his fears, offering him a sandwich, leading him into a conversation. He uses a familiar 
brainwashing technique break the subject down while pretending to be his friend. Mick 
proceeds to trap Davies into making a derogatory statement about Aston that he can use as a 
basis for attack. Mick complains about the laziness of Aston: 
Mick: He's supposed to be doing a little job for me.... I keep him here to do 
a little job.... but I don't know ... I'm coming to the conclusion he's a slow 
worker. 
Pause. 
What would 'our advice be? 
Davies: Well... lie's a funny bloke, your brother. 
Mick: What? 
Davies: I was saying, lie's ... a bit of funny bloke, },our brother. 
,dick stares at him. 
Mick: Funny'? Why'? 
Davies: Well... he's funny.. 
Mick: What's funny about him? 
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Pause. 
Davies: Not liking work. 
Mick: What's funny about that? 
Davies: Nothing. 
Pause. 
Mick: 1 don't call it tunny. 
Davies: Nor me. 
Mick: you don't %leant to start getting hypercritical. 
Davies: No. no. 1 wasn't that, I wasn't ... I was only saying ... . 
Mick: Don't get too glib. (Pinter, Plats 2 47-48) 
Davies does not have an idea that Mick is simply thro in_ his words back in his face. Even 
after the business with the Electrolux. Davies is willing to listen to Mick and be his confidant. 
Mick no%% proposes that Day ies take on the job as caretaker, the same proposition that was 
made by Aston earlier. Onl% Mick \%ants the references. Davies is uncertain about the real 
owner of the room. Earlier Mick claims that it is his room. Later Aston also says that Mick is 
the real owner and he is decorating his room. Still Davies is in doubt. So to clarifv his doubt 
he asks Mick: 
Davies: Yes, well ... look ... listen ... who's the landlord here. him or you'? 
Mick: Me. I am. I got deeds to prove it. 
T 
-/ » 
Davies: Ah ... (Decisively.) Well listen, I don't mind doing a bit of caretaking, 
I%+ouldn't mind looking after the place for you. (Pinter, Plays 2 49) 
After having sure about the real owner of the room. Davies' tone is changed. He becomes 
decisive about what he says and also says that he can produce his references when he can get 
to Sidcup. What Davies needs is the recognition and importance from the fellow man. The 
whole conversation between Davies and Mick reveals Mick's shrewdness and Davies' further 
culpability and foolishness. Recognizing the obvious superiority of the younger brother Mick. 
Davies now regards him as the one he has to play up to and, weak as he is, he is not able to 
resist the temptation to speak ill of his benefactor. Aston. On the other hand, Mick, realizing 
the true nature of Davies. starts playing against him by praising him profusely. He gives him 
what Davies aspires and leaves him in a delusion that he is on his side to give him an 
opportunity to do as he vants to. The psychological game that Mick starts is beyond the 
comprehension of Davies and without realizing the real situation Davies initiates to play one 
brother off against the other. Davies thinks he can manipulate the brothers. but actually they 
are manipulating him. This is the turning point in the play. 
The next morning, there is a growing tension between Aston and Davies. Davies 
cannot sleep by an open window and complains about the rain coming inside. Aston must 
have fresh air to sleep. But then, obviously, from a deep longing to be a friend and to 
communicate with, Aston begins to tell Davies the story his life. There was time when he was 
as nimble and as communicative as his brother. Indeed, he looked too much. And lie had 
hallucination. He was taken to a mental hospital. A doctor informed him that he ought to have 
treatment: something would have to be done to his brain. But Aston refused: 
Well. I wasn't a fool. I knew I was a minor. I knew he couldn't do anything to 
me without getting permission. I knew he had to get permission from m\, 
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mother. So I wrote to her and told her what they were trying to do. But she 
signed their form. \uu see. giving them permission. I know that because he 
showed me her signature \\hen I brought it up. (Pinter, Plays 2 53-54) 
He tried to escape in vain and was subjected to electric shock treatment. That is why he has 
become slow, unable to work, except on his o\%n, pottering about the house which he is 
supposed to redecorate. 
This is Aston's explanation of his experiences—his only long speech and the longest 
one in the play. It. as he implies, he suffered brain damage as a result of electric shock 
treatment, all of his statements are not necessarily accurate. If he did not, they may still be 
inaccurate since much of what he relates occurred when he was a minor, over ten years 
before. As in Pinter's other plays what happens is more important than what happened. The 
fact that the speech is long, in marked contrast to Aston's incompleted or clipped speeches 
before and after. suggests that it is important to him, perhaps that it has taken him to 
formulate it or to build up courage to reveal so much. Ills long speech comes in such a 
moment when his relationship with Davies is deteriorating and the speech has a function in 
response to that deterioration. Aston is trying to explain his background and condition, 
possibly in an appeal for understanding and sympathy from the man he befriended. That man 
not only fails to respond but he later warns Aston he might be recommitted. calls him half- 
crazy, and boasts that he himself has never been inside a nut house. Martin Esslin comments 
on this: 
This moment of Aston's self-revelation seals Davies's fate. Weak and beset by 
terrible feelings of interiority, he simply cannot resist the temptation to take 
advantage of Aston's confession; confronted with a man who has been to a 
mental hospital. Who admits his inadequacy. Davies is unable to react with 
79 
sympath\. with gratitude for the maimed man's kindness, his offer to 
friendship. He must enjoy the thrill of treating his benefactor with the 
superiority of the sane over the lunatic. Transferred to the lower levels of 
contemporary society, this is the hybris of Greek tragedy which becomes the 
cause of Davies's downfall. (The Playwright 92) 
Clearly, the first tv o Acts of the play establish Davies as a usurper who not only acts 
selfishly to procure the maximum benefit from his benefactors but also acts against them to 
gain a territory or room for himself through a plan to oust his benefactor and savior. Before 
the Third Act opens. two weeks have been passed and Davies-Aston relationship has been 
deteriorated further. Much has been taken place already about which audience are unknown 
but the Davies-Mick conversation at the beginning of the Act sets the motive of the play. 
Davies. in short, describes everything and blames, as usual. Aston for everything. Davies and 
Aston have been staying together for two weeks and Davies, as shrewd as he is, analyzes the 
character of Aston. By this time he must have known a lot of things about Mick too, but fails 
to realize the trick of Mick against which he is being played upon. While on the one hand 
Mick shows his seriousness about the job after he gave to Davies and talks about his dream to 
redecorate his room like a luxurious penthouse without paying any attention to the complains 
of Davies against Aston; on the other hand failing to realize the reality and gravity of the 
circumstances. Davies, like a whining child, goes on to instigate Mick through a series of 
complaints against Aston: 
Davies: He don't answer me when I talk to him. (Pinter, Plays 2 56) 
Davies: He don't give me no knife. (Pinter, Plays 2 56) 
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Davies: What about this gas stove? He tells me it's not connected. [...] It 
might do me harm! (Pinter. Plays 2 57) 
[...] Couple of weeks ago ... he sat there, he give me long chat ... [...] he 
wasn't looking at me, he wasn't talking to me, he don't care about me. He was 
talking to himself! I hat's all he \\orries about. I mean, you come up to me. 
you ask ni,. advice, he wouldn't never do a thing like that. I mean, we don't 
have an conversation, you see'' You can't live in the same room with 
someone who ... who don't have any conversation with you. (Pinter, Plays 2 
57-58) 
[...] I just can't get the hang of him. (Pinter. Plays 2 58) 
I ...] You and me, we could get this place going. (Pinter. Plays 2 58) 
After a series of complaints. Davies finally comes to the conclusion that he cannot live with 
Aston and he along with Mick can do a lot better for the room. Indirectly, what he means to 
say is to take Aston away from the room and only he and Mick will stay in the room. Davies 
is in a state of euphoria and considers himself as Mick's friend. Mick gives him importance 
and comes to take his ad\ ice. When Mick asks him to speak with Aston regarding the 
redecoration of the room because he is Aston's friend, Davies denies this saying that merely 
living in a room together does not mean that they are friends. The irony of the situation is that 
Davies denies Aston's friendship and plans to expel him from the room and taking Mick as 
his friend who has not even thought of keeping him in the room. Ile tries to convince Mick 
that they can do well if Aston be expelled from the room. He insists: 
Davies: No, what you want to do, you want to speak to him, see? I got ... I got 
that worked out. You want to tell him ... that we got ideas for this place. we 
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could build it up. we could get it started. You see, I could decorate it out for 
you. I could give you a hand in doing it ... between us. (Pinter. Plays 2 61 ) 
But Mick who clearly has been tempting the old man to come out of his own shell to show 
his true nature, departs merely saving, "Yes ... may be I will" (Pinter. Plays 2 62). 
Davies has finally given up the plan to move away and begun to unfold his stratagem 
to win the heart of Mick by hook or crook. "I'he shrewdness of Davies comes out when he 
starts talking about the job he is offered by Mick: 
I've been offered a good job. Man has offered it to me, he's ... he's got plenty 
of ideas. He's got a bit of a future. But they want my papers, you see, they 
want my referernces. I'd have to get down to Sidcup before I could get hold of 
them. That's \t here they are, see. (Pinter. Plays 2 6 3 ) 
In fact, Aston himself has also offered the same job and unlike Mick he does not want ans 
reference or identity papers which should be easier for Davies. But Davies realizing the fact 
that Mick is the actual ov+ner of the room, lie wants to get it done for Mick and planning to do 
so without going to Sidcup. Aston by now has also understood that Davies is not interested to 
go anywhere or to leave the room for which lie always extends his lame excuses. So, Aston 
silently leaves the room. This makes Davies feel unimportant, insignificant and humiliated 
that Aston no longer wants to hear him. 
At night when Aston again complains about Davies' talking habit in his sleep, Davies 
reacts with the anger and contempt of the dominant partner. I le even resorts to violence by 
pulling out his knife. He violently and harshly attacks Aston sho\ring his ungrateful nature: 
"I've seen better days than you have, man. Nobody ever got me inside one of them places, 
anyway.... I never been inside a nuthouse!" (Pinter. Plats 2 65). 
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Davies cynical reference to the mental hospital and treatment shows his desperate 
effort to prove his superiority over Aston as a saner man. But this personal attack on the 
weakness and disability of Aston proves to he fatal before brotherly affection of Mick and 
Aston. Davies' earning to Aston. "Your brother got his eye on you" (Pinter. Plays 2 65) is 
ironic as it is not Aston rather Davies himself is under the 'eve' of Mick. Davies is so much 
confident about Mick's favour and support for himself that he in a way kicks Aston away on 
his face. Still Aston remains cool and calm and realizes the impossibility of living together in 
the room. lie realizes that Davies is trying to take his position in the room by ousting him. 
Thus, he suggests that Davies should try to find somewhere else to live. Davies having 
confident of getting the support of Mick ridicules Aston and says that it is not he rather Aston 
ho would have to go. Davies says, "Fe's staying, he's going to run this place, and I'm 
staying with him" (Pinter. Plays 2 66). 
Under the illusion of Mick's friendship Davies then rejects the offer of money which 
Aston still %%ants to give him so that he can go to Sidcup. But Davies has another motive and 
he eyes on the steady wages and fancies comfort of living in the room. He further comments 
on Aston's shed implying that Aston should now arrange his accommodation first by building 
the 'stinking shed'. This provocation makes Aston angry and for the first time Aston speaks in 
decisive manner: "You've no reason to call that shed stinking. You stink. Get your stuff' 
(Pinter. Plats 2 67). Before going out of the room Davies utters: "Now I know who I can 
trust" (Pinter. Plays 2 67). 
This ironical statement pinpoints to Davies' character overall. His shifting trust is 
actually too fragile to he believed as he fails to see not only the reality of the circumstances 
but also his own fault which compels him to accuse someone else all the time. He fails to 
realize how his own behavior causes him to lose his job, his place, or as the instigator of the 
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tight in the bar from which Aston saved him. His self-affirmation depends on the negation of 
others and through the process of denial of his own inadequacies. In fact, deferring 
responsibility has become a part of his survival mechanism --a mechanism that functions in 
case of going to Sidcup. 
Believing that Mick will support him, in the same evening Davies complains to Mick 
about Aston when he is not present in the room. Mick appear to be listening to him but when 
he goes so far as to suggest that Aston should "go back where he come from!" (Pinter, Plays 
2 69) i.e., the mental hospital. Mick's attitude change abruptly to one of savage irony. lie 
accuses Davies as an impostor who pretends to know about interior decoration. Mick harshly 
says: 
What a strange man you are. Aren't you? You're really strange. Ever since you 
come into this house there's been nothing but trouble. Honest. I can take 
nothing you say at face value. Every word you speak is open to any number of 
different interpretations. Most of \\hat you say is lies. You're violent, you're 
erratic, you're just completel> unpredictable. You're nothing else but a wild 
animal, when you come down to it. You're barbarian. And to put the old tin lid 
on it. you stink from arse-hole to breakfast time. Look at it. You come here 
recommending yourself as an interior decorator, whereupon I take you on, and 
what happens? You make a long speech about all the references you've got 
down at Sidcup, and what happens? I haven't noticed you go down to Sidcup 
to obtain them. It's almost regrettable but it looks as though I'm compelled 
pay you off for your caretaking work. Here's half a dollar. (Pinter, Plays 2 71-
72) 
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This caustic criticism of Davies b% \,lick seals the fate of Davies as Mick is his final hope to 
get the permission to live in the room. The final line of the above quotation implies that Mick 
is no longer interested to keep him as his caretaker and also pays him off his duty he has done 
till then. Mick further clarifies the position of Aston: "I've got to think about the future. I'm 
not k%orried about this house.... I'm going to chuck it in" (Pinter. Plays 2 72). 
In other words Mick clarifies that Aston is fully in charge of the room and he lays his 
faith on him. Aston can do whatever he wants in the room as Mick has many other things to 
look after and he is not orried about the room at all. On the one hand this paragraph shows 
Mick's faith in Aston's capability of decorating room as he is ready to leave the responsibility 
solely on Aston which is contradictory of his earlier statement that expresses his doubt over 
the capabilit\ of Aston: on the other hand this passage also shows contradiction to his stated 
dream about the room that he 'ants to decorate it like a penthouse for which he need the help 
of an experienced man like Davies. This makes clear that the motive of Mick is not whatever 
he has said and discussed with Davies earlier rather he has been playing a shrewd game to 
unmask the real face of Davies by taking him in his confidence and by giving him what he 
wishes for. After exposing the true nature of Davies. Mick in his anger picks up the statue of 
Buddha and smashes it on the floor. 
Richard Dutton in his book Modern Tragicomedy and the British Tradition 
extensively comments on the significance of Buddha statue and relates Davies with this 
symbol. He says: 
Davies' untenable position is best reflected in the piece of Aston's junk' with 
~\hich lie is repeatedly associated [...] Unlike the rest of the junk, the Buddha 
has no practical potential: it is an alien artifact which Aston has picked up for 
no very persuasive reason [...] Although Aston is unable or unwilling to 
85 
explain what appeals to him about statue, it is something he wishes to keep 
central in the room [... J So the Buddha is something to which our attention is 
repeatedly drawn, always in relation to Davies' being—and perhaps staying—
in the room. f...I  it is something and nothing. It is whatever anyone wants to 
see in it, and so reflects Davies' uncertain role in the room. This is particularly 
ironic to anyone who does know about the Buddhism since, where Christianity 
stresses the significance of the interceder/redeemer figure. Buddhism 
emphasizes the potential within each individual to reach enlightenment by 
himself. Which is a wry reflection on the Slick-Aston-Davies triangle, where 
the individuals are never themselves but are constantly playing at roles 
imposed by the very existence of the triangle. It is totally appropriate, 
therefore, that the complex game of charades comes to an otd when Mick 
'hurls the Buddha against the gas,rIove. II breaks'. All the ambiguous tensions 
break with il. The brother are formally united with their faint smiles, and 
Davies is back to being what he has always really been, unequivocally one of 
life's victims. (110—I 1 1) 
Martin Esslin discards any symbolic association with the statue and discusses it in terms of 
Aston's habit and keeping junks in the room. This breaking of Buddha statue is also symbolic 
of the finalization of the expulsion of Davies from the room. He says: 
Aston collects brie-a brae of all sorts, the Buddha was one of the things he 
picked up as possible ornaments for the house; his ringing Davies home was 
another example of the same native tendency to pick things up and bring them 
home. Thus Mick's destruction of the Buddha at the moment when he has 
decided to gel rid of Davies is a symbolic action but one which is completely 
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motivated by the real situation in which he finds himself at that moment. He 
vents his mge against Davies on an object which reminds him of his brother's 
failing that led to the appearance of Davies in the house. 
The episode with the statue of the Buddha is thus a good example of 
the way in which Pinter has, in The Caretaker, fused the real and the 
symbolic: the presence of the Buddha in the room is a symbol, but also the 
direct realistic consequence of Aston's habit of picking up useless things [..j 
and its destruction by Mick has the same double character and function. In 
other words: what we do in life concretizes itself in the objects with which we 
surround ourselves an these become symbolical of our character. Because 
Aston tends to pick up useless things without much thought, he also picks up 
Davies. And because Mick has no use for things which merely clutter tip the 
place and have no fimclion, lie destroys the Buddha and brings about the 
expulsion of Davies. (The Playwright 100-101)) 
After Mick's diatribe, Davies vaguely tries to know his opinion about himself but he 
understands what is going to happen with him. Mick has already given his decision by his 
action. At that moment Aston returns in the room and the two brothers look at each other, 
"They Zook at each other. Both are smiling faintly" (Pinter. Plays 2 73). This final moment is 
the first time in the play that the brothers actually relate to one another without using Davies 
as a sort of conduit. Each knows who he is, his place, and that of Davies. They are at peace, a 
peace which seems to require a third party in order to be attained. It is as if the brothers 
cannot relate directly, but only through a third party. [he faint smile signals the end of the 
game, and the expulsion of Davies. 
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Finally Davies makes a feeble attempt to regain his favour, by withdrawing any harsh 
words lie may have said. But Aston is adamant and any chance of reconciliation has been 
blown up by him after his realization of truth. Davies pleads: "You been a good friend to me. 
You took me in.... I'll be our man, you say the word, 	just say the word" (Pinter. Plays 
2 73-74). Despite his pleadings and attempts of reconciliation, Aston remains firm in his 
decisions and denies any chance of exchanging bed or taking any help for building the shed. 
The play closes with Davies desperately pleading for the shelter, the hone lie has now lost, 
while Aston stands silently by the window with his back turned to Davies. Davies tries to 
speak something but lie cannot speak any more, stands silently by the door as the curtain falls 
after a long silence. Aston rejects him for hat he is—cantankerous, self-deluded and 
desperate. Aston has, literally and figuratively, turned his back on Davies. The tramp is 
defeated. His breakdown from loquacity to speechlessness shows him crumbling and 
disintegrating. The question "Where am I going to go?" (Pinter, Plays 2 76) is reiterated, 
harping on the homeless fate of the ousted. with the implication of dejection and total despair. 
The tragic sense of his eviction is evident in his struggle to make up with the host by 
withdrawing his demands. But he meets only blank denial. He discovers his mistakes only too 
late. when the host is already hardened by disappointments and disillusionments until he is 
disheartened. Because of his shortcomings, Davies has lost the chance of ever settling down 
and must return to the hostile world that he originally comes from. 
Da s ic,,' efforts for curs i\ al in the struggle for territory, his struggle to secure the 
shelter and warmth of room, his rejection of what he has got and pathetic involvement in a 
game of betrayal and expulsion show his mean and ungrateful nature. He betrays his saviour, 
conspires to expel Aston from the room, and struggles to win the favour of Mick for making 
his position secure without realizing lie has been an outsider always in that room. The 
existing balance in the room has been disturbed by the arrival of Davies and a new equation 
as 
of shifting balance takes place inside the rnon!. But at the end this new equation again shifts 
to the old existing balance of the room as everything becomes the same as it was earlier in the 
room but this time with a greater experiences and insight to the human behaviour. Astons 
apathy at the end of the play is quite striking and tragic, as his apathy reveals another side of 
his character. His experience of relationship with Davies teaches him in the life to remain 
disinterested at the distress of others as cruelty is the form of survival and existence in life. 
This newer experience is the basis why Aston turns his back at the end to Davies. Valerie 
Minogue in the essay''Taking Care of the Caretaker" comments on this: 
While Mick, the younger brother, is a bundle of undirected energies, flexing 
his muscles, but achieving nothing, it is Aston, the gentle elder brother who 
has authority. This appears to derive from his having his silences under 
control. He bas accepted defeat, recognized linhations, and impotence, as 
though he had been surgically detached from his life, while Mick and the 
tramp are still shadow-boxing with theirs. When. at the end of a fierce scene 
with the tramp, he announces quietly, "I don't think were hitting it off," it 
seems not merely understated, but under-experienced, only half-felt. He seems 
almost emotionless, though he recognizes occasional discomforts and seeks to 
remove them. He escaped the abuse as normal, nonentity as a mode of 
experience, and lives in a permanently shell-shocked state where his own 
reality is without importance. He seems more able to cope with immediate 
things than the other Iwo. perhaps because he is Sc) rminvoh2d. One may well 
ask whether reality is so terrlhlc that one can only escaped it by losing half 
one's life. The half that is left is capable of registering surprise; he has some 
sense of the fitness of things, when the tramp, completely enclosed in fantasy. 
does not even have this. Aston's concern about building the shed before he 
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begins to decorate is far less aggressive than the excuses of the other two. One 
feels that he knows he's beaten before he begins, but it doesn't much matter 
anyway. The shed-illusion seems at times a polite piece of confirmation—a 
way of life sharing the life and idiom of the others. (Minogue 77) 
90 
CHAPTER THREE 
STRUGGLE BETWEEN MALE AND FEMALE 
Throughout its history, theatre has been a contentious space — one in which society 
has projected its anxieties. calming or fomenting crises, thus fostering progressive or 
reactionary alterations in the prevailing ideology. Changes in cultural attitudes have affected 
the nature of theatre. resulting in a continuing dialectical relationship between theatre and the 
society in which it operates. The theatre has also been a platform in hich gender conflict 
stages itself. consciously or unconsciously. As Hanna Scolnicov puts it: 
... the representation of the theatrical space within as the outdoors, the male 
space. lends itself naturally to a plot, the goal of which is man's conquest of 
the house. Reversing the scene so that it represents the female indoors tends to 
change the drift of the action in the opposite direction, to woman's struggle to 
sever her bonds and abandon the house. (8) 
Thus theatre is essentially a public space. which is generally subject to masculine dominance. 
As a public arena, then, the stage has conventionally been a space in which mate actors have 
performed under the aegis of male directors working with scripts written by male 
playwrights. Yet from Aeschylus to Arnold Wesker, the concerns dealt with on stage have 
not excluded gender. In exploring matters associated with their own identity. male 
playwrights and their characters have necessarily had to explore the nature of the other — the 
female. 
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Since World War II. gender identity and relations constitute a central and continuing 
preoccupation unparalleled in the history of theatre. The post-war period has been a time of 
great turmoil as regards gender identity and relations (though such times of turmoil recur 
periodically). Great strides have been taken over the past fifty years or so in ameliorating the 
most oppressive effects of a very longstanding patriarchal tradition. The absence and silence 
of female power has been shattered with the rise of feminism, the questioning of conventional 
gender roles and an almost riotous efflorescence of cultural — perhaps especially theatrical — 
output, which exposed patriarchy and celebrated challenges to its entrenched power. 
The experience of \\orkimg in indlustrn and agriculture during the war years, and the 
new group identity that this engendered, transformed the outlook of many women who went 
through it. However, the very different ways in which World War II was experienced by 
\\Omen. on the one hand, and b\ men, on the other. would have militated against the 
e\pressft n cif any per\ turbulent teminikm in the immediate post-\\ar era. For women had 
experienced the exhaustion and loss of war, without fully participating in it as men had done. 
Martin Pugh cites evidence of this difference: ' Wartime surveys of morale showed women to 
be fairly consistently more dispirited and resigned than men' (266). According to 
conventional wisdom, men were returning as heroes. ready to vote for a welfare-state 
paradise in pursuit of a brave new world. Women had gone through years of struggle to make 
ends meet in a wartime economy, holding families together while dealing with the fear of 
bombing, working a full week, and all the while enduring the fear of bereavement. 
Exhausted, many women. understandably, did not protest at the prospect of a return to a more 
normal, less stressful life. But the balance of power within the home had changed radically 
since the 1930s. Housewives of the late 1940s who had been part of an industrial workforce. 
had come to realize their on ability to be a breadwinner, and had experienced the 
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camaraderie of the workplace. The return to the domestic scene was clearly marked by those 
experiences. If this situation did not take the fi. rm of a public articulation of feminine 
discontent, it did result in a domestic atmosphere in which men began to feel that their former 
status was under threat. 
Furthermore, those post-war years were infused with a general sense of 
disempowwerment in society at large. The Labour victory of 1945 has often been attributed to 
the votes of returning soldiers, enthusiastic to establish a new society in which their voices 
would be heard. Instead, what they got was a welfare state that treated them as outsider rather 
than participants. Lynne Segal describes a feeling among men in the 1950s of 'the system 
trying to trap, tame and emasculate rnen,' and men 'turn[ing] their anger against the ideals of 
hearth and home... against women, against the powerful mother in the home.. .with all the 
hatred and resentment they felt towards what they called "the establishment" (80). Indeed, 
the whole propaganda effort of the late 1940s to bring about an increased level of domesticity 
might be seen as an attempt to defuse the possibility of real socialism corning to the fore. 
These masculine anxieties. which were eventually given literary expression through the 
angry young men', had their roots in the presence of women at home — and now, to an 
increasing extent, in the workplace as well. Disillusion with public policy was also a factor 
here, and may have had a gendered component, as indicated, by the derogatory use of the 
expression 'the nanny state'. '\hick \\a particularly prominent from the mid-1960s onwards. 
While these chances have been occurring in the theatre, the past fifty years have also 
seen profound changes in the scope and nature of debates about gender. The publication of 
the English translation of Simone de Reauvoir's The Second Sex in 1953 was a particularly 
significant event. For perhaps the first time in English, the notion of gender as a social 
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construct was promoted, bringing the entire question of gender identity more into the public 
domain than previousl>. While the extent to which de Beauvoir's book directly influenced 
writing for the theatre is unclear, it nonetheless opened up a debate in which theatre came to 
play a major role. 
Entwined with the discussion of gender was sexuality — a topic more and more openly 
debated in the theatre. This debate was partly a product of women's consciousness-raising, a 
process which, arguably, had been catalyzed by the involvement of women in traditionally 
masculine areas of work during World War II. Increased awareness of the unfair constraints 
which women's lives were subject to. naturally led to an attempt to reclaim female sexuality 
from patriarchal control. 
One of several parallel phenomena that manifested itself in this cultural environment 
was that a new generation of men, too young to have attained a sense of fulfillment, glamour 
or heroism by participating in the war, and too hidebound to see the emergence of the 
questioning of conventional gender roles as anything other than a threat, found satisfaction in 
raging against what they saw as the dying of patriarchy's light. Another factor may have been 
the impact of men returning at the end of the war to employment and home. Lynne Segal 
describes a 'political campaign in the late 1940s to return women to the home and increase 
the population of Britain' (80). and goes on to depict a Britain in which a stifling domesticity 
was both women and men. 
Pinter perhaps represents a more indi+idually theatrical tradition than Wesker, 
influenced b\ Beckett rather than Osborne, and achieving an idiosyncratic view of gender 
politics. Foucauldian power transactions fall precisely within the power play ++hich has come 
to be regarded as characteristic of Vinter's work. 
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In her book The Pinter Ethic: The Erotic Aesthetic, Penelope Prentice argues that 
Pinter's plays fly in the face of the previously prevailing idea that humans are essentially 
powerless beings awaiting their fate (xvii). Thus the theme of the paralysis of the human 
psyche, widely discussed in modernist literature, is now attacked with Pinter's recurring 
power plays between individuals (xviii). Power, where it comes from and how it is gained, is 
essentially Pinter's most prominent subject. When this war of power is fought between 
individuals of different gender, the fight inevitably becomes sexual and political at the same 
time. 
Harold Pinter's sexual politics is a widely discussed subject and for good reason since 
he is both controversial and ambiguous in his sexual politics as in other aspects of his work. 
Looking through his body of work there are two obvious recurring themes concerning sexual 
politics, the woman as the alien other and the idolization of male bonding. From his novel 
The Dwarf..  written early in his career. (begun in 1952). which focused on the relationship 
between three men and one woman, the theme of the duality of the woman emerged. This 
dual portrait usually includes one role of the woman being or alluding to that of the prostitute, 
such as Virginia in The Dwurf... Another recurring female portrait is that of the oppressive 
mother figure such as Meg in The Birth/u Party and Albert's mother in .4 Night Out. The 
latter group is usually less sympathetic and more alien than the whore, even in the earlier 
plays when the whore lacks the dignity and sophistication of later plays. In A Night Out, 
written in 1959, those characters are juxtaposed against Albert, who gains the audience's 
sympathy in dialogues with his mother due to her extremely manipulating and unappealing 
nature. But with his violent and anti-social behavior, in his dialogue with the more 
sympathetic whore. Albert is portrayed as a dangerous and unpredictable character. In their 
struggle to overpower the woman, the men are rendered vulnerable and powerless. Albert in 
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this case is a grown up man, feebly attempting to free himself from his mother's oppression, 
but is immature enough to resort to verbal and physical abuse. During the early 1960s. Pinter 
further explored the duality of the woman in his plays, and all of the six plays %%ritten from 
1960-64 concern this split female character in one «a\ or another. That is not to say that this 
is the only type of female character created by Pinter in this period. but it is undeniably a 
theme belonging to this decade and which occurs in very similar form again and again 
(Billington 135). 
According to Elizabeth Sakellaridou in her book Pincer's Female Portraits, there is an 
obvious tendency in Pinter's men to vie\\ the female as threatening or malevolent, as beings 
they must reject and be rid of from their social surroundings (18). This is evident in the 
ongoing struggle of men and women in his plays and the constant verbal assaults to gain 
power and victory over the other. The desire for power comes from the male characters and 
the battle is usually initiated by them. Although their women counterparts enter into these 
battles. they have no desire for power and do not seem to experience lack of it. They are the 
enigma that the men try to resolve. Their role in the life of men and their part within the 
patriarchy is what needs to be asserted and even though their roles are not necessarily clearer 
by the end of the play. it is evident that the women are empowered to assign their own roles, 
whatever those roles may be. Their personal strength and confidence will ensure them their 
independence. 
The 1960s witnessed a rise of feminism around the world, culminating in what is 
usually called the second wave of feminism ("women's movement"). Women's rights and 
social standing became a hot topic of discussion during this time. The accepted identity of the 
1950s housewife underwent ideological attacks and the attitude towards women was 
flHE'S1s 
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subsequently undergoing radical change (Nicholson 1-2). The idea ofa clearly defined role of 
the woman within the home was torn down and new roles were coming in to existence. If the 
ideal woman wasn't a dedicated hnusewifc with a calling limited to housekeeping and raising 
children, then who was she? Considering the questions that surfaced due to this upsurge of 
feminism, the new role of woman scents a natural topic for a contemporary playwright to 
explore. Or as Linda Nicholson put it in her hook The Second Wave "Something happened in 
the 1960s in ways of thinking about gender that continues to shape public and private life" 
(1). The '60s and '70s were also a time that saw revisions of British legislation concerning 
the social status of women from being protective to permissive (Storry and Childs 121). Thus 
laws such as the Divorce Reform Act, Equal Pay and the Sex Discrimination Act were all 
passed during this time (Stony and Childs 131). The literal and symbolic role of women in 
Pinter's plays of the '60s often relates closely to the male characters' attempts to harmonize 
with the image of ideal woman. The male struggle to distinguish the lustful mistress from the 
respectable housewife was a recurring theme during this lime. 
The fact that Pinter chose to explore men's attempts towards harmonizing the multiple 
identities of women characters may have been due to a more personal issue in his life 
(Billington 133). Many have pondered over the importance of their marriage on his writings 
and the relevance of his wife at the time, Vivien Merchant. the actress, being typecast as the 
typical Pinter-female. The writer has firmly denied any link between these elements on his 
work but it is hard to overlook the fact [hat a married playwright continuously wrote plays 
where an attempt is made to explore the duality of the woman within a domestic setting, and 
that these parts all seemed tailored for Merchant. The decline in their marriage also coincides 
with the rise in this exploration of female characters in Pinter's plays and in 1962, the same 
year that lie wrote The Lover, Pinter began an affair with another woman (Killington 133). 
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Contemporary culture of the 1960s was relatively focused in the feminist zeitgeist of 
its time and brought up numerous valid questions on the topic of equal rights. Socio-political 
work, aimed at stirring up a discussion or looking at things in a new perspective usually 
comes across as shocking. But what seemed shocking in the 1960s rarely retains that 
characteristic half a century later. Why then do Pinter's almost fifty year old plays about 
gender power struggles and „onion's roles, still leave audiences bewildered and 
uncomfortable and even more often shocked and outraged? It seems to be the moral and 
ethical ambiguity with „hick lie explores these themes. Although he refrains from being 
judgmental about his characters, they are often engaged in socially unacceptable activities. 
Pinter seems to stroll through the social minefield of domestic violence, criminal behavior, 
verbal abuse and promiscuity "ithout the pre-existent ethical ruler of his time. After 
observing something morally wrong and extremely uncomfortable, the audience is never 
atTorded the pleasure of condemnation and punishment of the characters involved. Instead, 
many turn to the playwright that offered such a vague portrayal of unacceptable activity with 
their need for a resolution and assertion of moral values. Some even went so far as to write 
about Pinter's personal morals, such as historian Geoffrey Alderman in his editorial for 
('urrent l'ie'.t' Poi,tl: 
Whatever his merit as a writer, actor and director, on an ethical plane Harold 
Pinter seems to me to have been intensely tla„ed, and his moral compass 
deeply fractured. For the sake of posterity someone had better say this, and if 
no-one else „ill, then it had better he me. (Alderman) 
Until tairl late in his career. Pinter claimed his plays were not political and that they 
had no embedded message for the masses (Pinter Plays 2 ix-x). In an interview with Mireia 
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Aragay and Ramon Simon in 1996 he revised this assertion and slated that his early plays 
might have had a political message but added that it was never his initial aim or intention (90-
93). Intentional or not. they do provoke audiences to think about their own moral judgments 
and the need for their own moral clarity. 
In the aforementioned interview, Pinter was asked about the recurring characters in 
his plays where his men are brutal and violent and the women are enigmatic and mysterious. 
Asked if they were not rather stereotypical he replied in true Pinteresque fashion. `Possibly" 
(93). He then went on to claim that as patronizing as it might sound, he believed women to be 
created in better form than men but that he did not sentimentalize them for it adding "I think 
women are very tough" (94). After acknowledging the fact that women had exercised 
brutality in the German camps for example, he then said: "Nevertheless, in my plays women 
have always come out In one way or another as the people I feel something towards which 
don't feel towards men" (94). 
He thus admits to his own benevolence towards women and even to favoring them in 
his writing. For a writer who victimizes his women characters and subjects then[ to domestic 
violence and brutality in play after play this is a very insightful statement. His view of 
women as tough might also explain why they are subjected to torment or stmgglcs of various 
kinds yet usually prevail and come out victorious. 
In an interview with Lawrence M. Bensky in 1966 Pinter stated that curtain lines were 
very important to him and stressed the importance of writing them properly (57). His plays 
like Night School. The Lover and The Homecoming award the male characters the curtain 
lines and all three plays give them much weight in that final moment of the play. Night 
School ends with Walter's words "That's what it looks like" ambiguously accepting that 
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Sally is gone for good (Pinter Plays 2 221)_ The Lover ends with Richard's unfergettable 
words "You lovely whore' framing in the idea that Richard is unable to accept his wife as a 
sexually liberated being (Pinter Plays 2 184). The Homecoming ends with Max's pathetic 
rambling culminating in him asking Ruth to kiss him, leaving no doubt as to who is in 
complete control and power at the end of that play. The fact that these plays end with the 
words of the male characters is further evidence that the battle for power belongs to them, 
even though they have all seemingly lost it in the end. 
Michael Billington goes as far as to call Pintr a feminist in his analysis of Night 
School, The Lover and The Homecoming in his biography on Pinter. He claims that Night 
School is more of"a mixture of sexual fantasy and feminist statement" than "preudian battle' 
(136-137). Where The Lover is concerned, Billington claims Pinter "shows himself to be an 
instinctive feminist avant la lettrc" (143). When it comes to The Homecoming Billington says 
"9 we the Homecoming as an implicitly feminist play" which is immediately followed by the 
acknowledgement of other possible interpretations, indicating that this statement is rather 
provocative which it indeed is, seeing as a feminist reading of Pinter would be considered 
impossible by many (175). There is something very intriguing about a playwright who can be 
called both a feminist and a misogynist by people reading and analyzing the same play. To 
label Pinter a feminist through the reading of his '60s plays is valid but it is a line of 
interpretation that works best within the limits of that decade. The woman in his previous 
plays was not as comfortable in her dichotomy, and neither did she possess the sophistication 
of the woman character of the'b0s and did not yield her power as easily. She was weaker and 
more of an outcast and the portrayal of an oppressive mother figure was much more common. 
Although Pinter would develop his woman characlers further and beyond fundamental 
dichotomy in plays like Old Times in the '70s and A Kind of Alaska in the '80s which view 
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the woman very sympathetically, he would move to the area of political plays like One for 
the Road, Mountain Language and Ashes to Ashes introducing victimization and torture on a 
more general basis than his previous domestic arena. 
The Homecoming 
The Homecoming, one of the most controversial plays written by Harold Pinter, was 
first presented by the Royal Shakespeare Co. at the Aldwych Theatre on June 3, 1965, 
directed by Peter Hall. Since its premiere the play drew attention of the critics for its 
controversial theme and treatment of the subject matter that left audiences in a state of shock. 
This new enigmatic parable has been apparently shocking owing to the moral vacuum it 
maintained all along earning notoriety for its explicit depiction of an amoral claustrophobic 
family, and also for its portrayal of the female character Ruth who seems absurdly 
transformed into a professional whore. The reaction of the characters to one another is often 
strangely and inexplicably casual. The play has unexpected turns and surprises bearing a 
close connection to the subconscious thoughts and dreams where suppressed desires and fear 
are lodged. Even Harold Hobson found Pinter `misleadingly clever" and was "troubled by (he 
complete absence ... of any moral comment whatsoever" (63). Ironically, l lobson's 
prophecy, made in 1958 after the initial disaster of The Birthday Parm, again proved to be 
correct because The Homecoming also showed Pinter as possessing "the most original, 
disturbing and arresting talent" (Hobson 63) in the field of theatre. 
Despite the wide range of negative criticism was launched on the play, terming it 
from "pornographic" to bile and irresponsible art', many critics have showered accolades 
for this play for its brilliant and innovative treatment and it remains the most popular work in 
the canon, Steven Gale calls it Pirtter's "most representative, his best, and his most important 
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drama" (136). The Homecoming also represents the culmination of the phase in Pinter's 
writing only finally properly exorcised with Old Times, in which he had been concerned with 
territorial struggles, undefinable external menace and male anxiety in confrontation with 
femininity. Mark Taylor Batty in his book HarofdPinter comments on the play: 
An audacious play that never ceases to shock audiences, The Homecoming is 
considered one of Pinter's finest, Though the play does not address sexual 
politics from any moral standpoint, it generates all of its drama by examining 
the interaction of a set of established attitudes to women with a woman who 
challenges those attitudes by taking control of the factors (male physical and 
emotional needs) which inform them, (39). 
This is the first of Pinter's plays where a woman initially a subservient character, is attacked 
from all sides. becomes dominant and wins something positive—her freedom and power. The 
play remains fascinating particularly regarding the relationship between power and identity, 
as characters struggle to gain authority within the family structure. One front of the war is 
fought between the men, but the key conflict is between these men and the lone woman who 
invades their home. 
The dramatic action of The Homecoming revolves around Teddy, a university 
professor working in America, who returns home with his wife of five years to his working 
class North London family. As his wife Ruth, a native of London, returns, she begins to 
rediscover herself, her sexuality, and her relationship to the world. Teddy's two brothers, 
Lenny and Joey still live with their father Max and their Uncle Sam. Their mother Jessie has 
passed away. As Teddy and Ruth become more integrated in their surroundings, the audience 
is slowly made aware of a very complex, sex game going on with the couple. Not only the 
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complex sex game but the play also revolves around the game of power and dominance 
where each character tries to wield their power over other characters. This game of power and 
dominance is not only between male and female but also among the male characters. From 
the very beginning of the play this conflict for the dominance of the power is visible between 
male characters and later on this power struggle becomes more prominent and direct between 
male and f emnale alter the arrival of Ruth in the family. 
Before the arrival of I eddy and Ruth, the wise an scene is set with Max half 
demented, is rummaging about, asking in a hostile manner what Lenny, who is reading the 
newspaper, has done with the scissors. The antagonism between father and son is apparent 
from the very first scene. The familiar Pinteresque technique of unanswered, then repeated 
questions separated by pauses soon reveal that Max is the weaker figure in the play. He asks 
for a cigarette, only to be ignored, then takes out a cigarette from his own pocket. Max, in his 
decrepit state, is still trying to wield his patriarchal power. Perhaps Max's question is a cry 
for attention or the act of a father seeking to ensure that his son continues to follow his 
orders. Lenny, though in forced subservience to Max, wields the financial power within the 
family with his career" as a pimp. He actually refuses to be submissive and tries to establish 
his dominance with brief, sharp replies. Max bullies and threatens, but his stick is a cruel 
reminder of his age and fading masculine authority. As he himself admits. "I'm getting old, 
my word of honour." (Pinter Plays 3 16). Thus from the very beginning the family is shown 
in disorder where the control of power becomes the main motive. 
Max is the symbol of patriarchy in the play. His reminiscences show that his 
experiences since his early childhood shaped him to assume the role of a gendered male. His 
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early remembrance or his father all ests to the traumatic nature of his initiation into the 
mysteries of manhood: 
Our father! I remember him. Don't worry. You kid yourself. He used to come 
ever to me and look down at me. My old man did. He'd bend right over me, 
then he'd pick me up. I was only that big. Then he'd dandle me. Give me the 
bottle. Wipe me clean. Give me a smile. Pat me on the bum. Pass me around, 
pass me from hand to hand. loss me up in the air. Catch me coining down. 1 
remember my father. (Pinter Plays 3 27) 
What Max stresses in his reminiscence is how his relationship with his father was 
little more than a constant exercise in life's lessons and schooling in the art of becoming a 
masculine subject. The lesson in this particular instance is based on the masculine assumption 
that dependency of any kind. but most acutely bodily dependency, is associated with 
helplessness and vulnerability and a loss of control. Thus, in Max's remembrance of his 
father, we find his trauma coded in his narrative in terms of a series of contrasts: the contrast 
between the size of the man and the size of the child ("I was only that big"); between the 
purposeful activity of the man and the passivity of the boy ("He'd bend right over me, then 
he'd pick me up"); and between the man's status as a masculine subject and the child's status 
as the object of his attention intentions ("He used to come over to me and look down at me"). 
Most significantly, however, we find the contrast between the father's apparent gentle 
affection for his son and what seems to be his callous indifference to his son's security and 
safety. One moment, the father showers his child with attention and affection: "Then he'd 
dandle me. Give me the bottle. Wipe me clean. Give me a smile. Pat me on the bum." (Pinter 
Plays 3 27)- In the next instant_ however, the young Max finds himself helplessly and 
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powerlessly passed around from "hand to hand" and then unceremoniously tossed into the air 
and then caught at the last possible moment. Thus, his childish comfort in knowing that his 
father is there to handle his physical and emotional needs is suddenly challenged by the 
realization that his need and dependency leaves him at the mercy of people and 
circumstances. Bodily comfort gives way to a fear of its implications, a lesson learnt rather 
terrifyingly by his inability to do anything to help himself in the face of other peoples' ability 
to overpower him physically. Thus, like other Pinter males, the site of wound is Max's body, 
because in it he reads his own contingency and futility. Here he recalls his victimization at 
the hands of his father and how powerless he felt as a young child trapped in the infirmity of 
his own skin, so helpless and dependent, when handled in such a forceful and frightening 
way. 
Max never forgot this experience and the understanding it gave him about his need to 
rise above a childlike state of physical and emotional dependency, a fact that is evident in his 
association with the family business which dealt, symbolically enough, with the butchering of 
dead animals. Critics have often commented on The Homecoming's animal imagery. 
According to Margaret Croyden. "The family's continual reference to animals confirms their 
primitive world view, and primitive self-image" (46). Croydon goes on to suggest that: "The 
homecoming [the event in the play] is a gathering of the clan to settle old differences, and 
that the male community is analogous "to the ancient tribe - symbol of rejuvenated animality' 
(49). Bernard Dukore suggests that: 
While The Homecoming dramatizes a struggle for power and for sexual 
mastery in what might be called a "civilized jungle," the adjective "civilized" 
does not wholly modify the noun's implication of primitive and elemental 
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urges-urges that underlie the characters' behavior. The "nalurnl" state, as 
opposed to the "civilized" state, is emphasized by references to animal& (109) 
What these critics have overlooked, however, is the link between these animal images, Max's 
chosen profession, and the male characters fear of the body in the play and their 
corresponding need to rise above their own animal (read physical) natures. Max makes two 
pertinent references to his occupation as a butcher. The first occurs in the First Act when he is 
engaged in the task of berating his brother Sam's inefficiency in order to show the difference 
between their nature and personality: 
What kind of a son were you, you wet wick? You spent half your time doing 
crossword puzzles! We took you into the butcher shop, you couldnt even 
sweep the dust off the floor. Well, I'll tell you one thing. I respected my father 
not only as a man but as a number one butcher! And to prove it I followed him 
into the shop. I learned to carve the carcass at his knee. I commemorated his 
name in blood. (Pinter Plays 3 47) 
Max alludes a second time to his career as a butcher in the Second Act. Significantly, his 
decision to raise this subject is again a response to his need to denigrate his brother's 
manhood, this time in front of Ruth, and corresponds with his need to celebrate the legendary 
nature of his own: "I worked as a butcher all my life, using the chopper and the slab, the slab, 
you know what I mean, the chopper and the slab" (Pinter Plays 3 55). 
Max's decision to make a career as a butcher is a symbolic extension of his masculine 
project. It represents his commitment to rise above his physical and emotional dependencies. 
In the first reference, he records with reverence entering behind his father (number one 
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butcher cum high priest of the sacrificial rites of masculinity) as an initiate into his father's 
butcher shop (temple). Here young Max teamed how to "carve the carcass at his knee." In the 
symbolic schema of this masculine rite of passage the 'carcass" represents at once the dead 
animal before him and the animalistic nature of human beings that he was learning at the time 
to kill and carve up in response to his new calling. In the second reference, Max's masculine 
triumph over death is more violently represented in his image of the chopper" which 
possesses the ability to cut through the flesh and bone before it on "the slab.'' In this instance, 
the combination of the chopper (an image of masculine power) with the slab (an image of 
death) alludes to the manner in which all who did not live tip to his standards of masculinity 
were metaphorically slaughtered and then cut up into pieces by him with an instrument of his 
own masculine power. In other words, those who retained their humanity and who happened 
to get in his way were disposed of with the same cool detachment and efficiency with which 
he carved up their animal counterparts in the butcher shop. 
The two previous examples, the first, in which Max learned the art of immunizing 
himself emotionally and physically against the world, and the second, in which he describes 
how he learned his lessons and put them into practice, are summed up rather nicely in Max's 
remembrance of MacGregor at the beginning of the play. After an amusing yet threatening 
conflict over scissors and paper. Max tries to assert his strength and power as a tearaway' by 
reflecting on his past exploits with Macgregor: 
MAX: I used to knock about with a man called MacGregor. I called him Mac. 
You remember Mac? Eli? 
Pause. 
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Huhhl We were two of the most hated men in the West End of London, I tell 
you, I still got the scars. We'd walk into a place, the whole room'd stand up, 
they'd make way to let you pass. You never heard such silence. (Pinter Plays 3 
16) 
As fully pledged members of the masculine community, Mac and Max drank and 
fought their way to a demi-god status in the outside world as men who knew their turf and 
whose turf was well known and never trespassed on by lesser men. Together they accepted 
and brandished their scars as testaments to their fearlessness and invincibility: that is, as signs 
of their ability to rise above the heartaches and the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir 
to. Max describes a past in which he and Mac gained respect for the brute force they could 
wield over others. He prides himself on the scars he carries into the present as proof of his 
virility. Max defines and defends himself by means of the past. His memory of Mac, 
however, starts a train of recollections of Mac's fondness for Jessie, which in turn develops 
into a coarse and negative comment about his dead wife. Al the end of this narrative there is a 
hint about the clandestine liaisons between Mac and Jessie and the nonchalant Lenny listens 
to insults about his mother. 
As evidenced in Pete's relationship with Virginia, Bert's with Rose, and Edward's with 
Elora, every masculine subject must have his womeNwife suitably adjusted and adapted; and 
it was in keeping with this idea that Max found and married Jessie, who gave him three sons, 
Teddy. Lenny, Joey As just evidenced, a number of Max's narratives are concerned with 
chronicling the formation and the history of his masculine self. A number of additional 
narratives are devoted to representing the story of his life with Jessie. One such narrative is at 
the beginning of the Second Act. Having just completed a paean to his dead wife, a woman 
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who, he claims, possessed "a will of iron, a heart of gold, and a mind" (Pinter Plays 3 54), 
Max immediately launches into an account of his "negotiations with a top class group of 
butchers with continental connections" (Pinter Pays 354): 
MAX: I was going into association with them. I remember the night I came 
home, I kept quiet. First of all I gave Lenny a bath, then Teddy a bath, then 
Joey a bath. What fun we used to have in the bath, ch, hays? Then I came 
downstairs and I made Jessie prd her feet up on the pouffe — what happened to 
that pouffe, I haven't seen it for years — she put her feet up on the pouffe and 
said to her, Jessie, I think our ship is going to come home, I'm going to treat 
you to a couple of items, I'm going to buy you a dress in pale corded blue silk, 
heavily encrusted in pearls, and for casual wear, a pair of pantaloons in lilac 
flowered taffeta. Then I gave her a drop of cherry brandy. I remember the boys 
Caine down, in their pyjamas, all their hair shining, their faces pink, it was 
before they started shaving, and they knelt down at our feet, Jessie's and mine. 
(Pinter Plays 3 54) 
Whether or not any purl of this accuu it of the past is true- the level of idealization in 
it strongly suggests that it is not - is unimportant. What is significant, however, is the light 
that Max's masculine fantasy sheds on his socially acquired ideology of the hone as the 
bastion of male. Similar to the relationship shared by Bert and Rose in The Room, Max is the 
one who has the responsibility to deal with the world, a task that he seems cut out for, as 
suggested by his rubbing shoulders "with a top-class group of butchers' with whom lie 
planned to go "into association." Max's freedom of movement, his ability to travel all over the 
country, is contrasted with Jessie's lack of mobility within the parameters of Max's house. In 
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Pinter's world houses, and the rooms within them, are coded masculine. In short, they 
represent in architectural terms the masculine rage for order and permanence writ large inside 
(psyche) and outside (society) the male mind in defiance of the physical facts of life and 
death. In this respect, Max's Image of his wife's pemtanent positioning within the precincts of 
his house is intimately connected with the way in which lie sees his wife and his children 
reinforcing his vision of how lie wants the world to be. Thus, Jessie and the three kids in his 
narrative arc like minors for him, in which he can see himself safely and comfortably in 
amordancc with his image of the magically powerful and invulnerable man he wants to be. 
In his next narrative, Max continues to contrast Lenny's "paper" knowledge of the 
horse races to his own "instinctive understanding of animals": 
He talks to me about horses. You only read their names in the papers. But I've 
stroked their manes, I've held them, I've clamed them down before a big race. 
I was the one they used to call for. Max, they'd say, there's a horse here. he's 
highly strung, you're the only man on the course who can calm him. It was 
true. I had a ... I had an instinctive understanding of animals. I should have 
been a trainer. Many limes I was offered the job—you know, a proper post, by 
the Duke of ... I forget his name ... one of the Dukes. But I had family 
obligations, my family needed me at home. 
Pause. 
The limes I've watched those animals thundering past the post. What an 
experience. Mind you, I didn't lose, I made a few bob out of it, and you know 
why? Because 1 always had the smell of a good horse. I could smell him. And 
not only the colts but the fillies. Because the fillies are more highly strung than 
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the colts, they're more vulnerable, did you know that? No, what do you know? 
Nothing. But I was always able to tell you a good filly by one particular trick. 
I'd look her in the eye. You see? I'd stand in front of her and look her straight 
in the eye, it was a kind of hypnotism, and by the look deep down in her eye I 
could tell whether she was a stayer or not. It was a gift. I had a gift. 
Pomp. 
And he talks to me about horses. (Pinter Plays 3 18) 
Lenny's present experiences of betting on the horses is perceived as nothing 
compared to Max's "open-air IIYe" of the past on which he carried the horses as though they 
were his children. Yet Max also expresses an unfulfilled wish to become a trainer, a position 
of dominance and command. He blames his family and his domestic obligations for 
preventing him from taking such a job. Reminded of his concessions to the "soft side" of his 
life, Max now emphasizes the power and control he asserted over the horses, especially the 
fillies. Ironically, his ability to recognize a filly as a 'slayer" or not did not carry over to his 
relationship with his wife, Jessie. The use of the word "trick" also implies prostitution and 
this usage reveals Max's attitude towards women. Lenny's only response to Max's potential 
as a trainer is his mockery of his father's cooking as though he were `cooking for a lot of 
dogs"( Pinter Plays 3 19). This is one of Lenny's assaults on his father's masculinity in the 
absence of his mother Jessie. 
Mass tendency is to shift between his need to proclaim his status as a man and to 
punish himself for failing to live up to his own manly standards. Therefore, his speech 
alternates uneasily between a cclebral ion of his greatest masculine triumphs and his greatest 
masculine failure that is his inability to keep Jessie in her gendered place. In keeping with his 
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masculine persona, lie holds and grips, points and employs his walking stick as a weapon. 
Through it he still continues to wage war on the body, for there is no place in the masculine 
world of this house for any sign of fleshly %%eakness. His message is clear: avoid the skin, 
avoid the stick. and avoid the pain. Max's stick, then, is a vestigial sign of his masculine 
authority that he brandishes as his chosen method of intimidation. That he uses it to 
intimidate his grown up sons into following his command with respect to the lessons he 
taught there years before is suggested by Lenny's derisive reaction to his father's attempt to 
threaten him. When Lenny questions Max's cooking, satirizing his father's role as the woman 
of the house, and when Max talks about physical retaliation, Lenny mocks at the feebleness 
of his threat: 
LENNY: You'll go before me. Dad, if you talk to me in that tone of voice. 
MAX: Will I.',ou bitch? 
.tL4X grips his stick. 
Lenny: Oh, Daddy, you're not going to use your stick on me, are you'? Eh? 
Don't use your stick on me Daddy. No, please. It wasn't my fault, it was one 
of the others. I haven't done anything wrong, Dad, honest. Don't clout me 
with that stick. Dad. 
Silence. 
,1L4.X'sits hunched. (Pinter Plays 3 19). 
Lenny mimics what must have been the cries of fear he uttered when he was younger and 
suffered Max's beating him with that stick. Now Lenny is dominant, and like a younger 
primate standing over a defeated older male, he revels in power. Max's only response is 
silence. The final stage direction here serves as a good segue into the second way in which 
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Max's stick does not resonate in the play. Max's attempt to discipline and punish Lenny for 
his insubordination culminates in his subsequent disempowerment as a man and as a father. 
It becomes apparent that Max functions as the patriarch symbolically. Actually he is 
the weaker fgure. He is torced to assume the duties of the woman in the house and is 
sexuallN exhausted. Max's counterbalance is his asexual brother Sam, who functions as a 
stoic non-entity within the household. Sam is both the chauffeur for the family's prostitution 
business and he also acts as the family's moral center. He is the weakest member in the 
family structure. Also. he exhibits no outward sexuality and is even assaulted verbally by 
Max: 
When you find the right girl. Sam, let your family know, don't forget we'll 
give you a number one send-oil, I promise you. You can bring her here, she 
can keep us all happy. We'd take it in turns to give her a walk around the park. 
(Pinter Plays 3 23) 
In this dialogue. Max is asserting the famil\'s pecking order over Sam, who is the character 
with the least sexual energy. Sam's comments about "getting a bit peckish" (Pinter Plays 3 
23) refer not just to himself physically in regards to his hunger and irritation, but to the state 
of the family and his place in it. The family is waiting desperately for a change in the power 
structure. Sam cannot compete in the game of "take the piss" with the other dominant males. 
Sam is "a childless bachelor, outside the squabble for social dominance. In social units 
throughout the animal kingdom. a male who does not father children forfeits his most 
fundamental masculine prerogative, and such creatures are outcasts. So too, is Sam mocked 
by the others for his noncombatant status" (Cahn 57). 
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Moreover. like Max, he exhibits the same tendency to reenact his role in the family. 
Sarn's masculine identith is directly connected to his job as a chauffeur. Driving is the means 
through which Sam attempts to forge a prosthetic relationship with the world. In this respect, 
his situation is quite akin to Bert's in The Room. In that play an essential part of Bert's 
masculine character was forged through the relationship that he shared with his van, with his 
ability to look after it and to drive it and himself to the absolute limit. What is of further 
interest in terms of Sam's connection with Bert is the extent to which Bert's driving is linked 
to his sexual relationship - perhaps, more correctly. his seeming lack of a sexual relationship 
with his wife. Rose. In other words, one reading of Bert's relationship with his van is to 
suggest that he has tried to make up for his sexual, hence bodily, inadequacies (impotence) in 
the art and the act of driving. Indeed. Kidd's description of Bert's masterful handling of his 
vehicle, "Yes. I was hearing you go oft when was it. the other morning, yes. Very smooth. I 
can tell a good gear change" (Pinter Plays 1 91). serves to reinforce this interpretation if we 
equate "go off' with orgasm. In much the same manner. Sam equates his masculine virility 
with the act of driving: 
SAM: After all, I'm experienced. I was driving a dust cart at the age of 
nineteen. 'I hen I was in long distance haulage. I had ten years as a taxi driver 
and I've had five Nears as a private chauffeur. 
To which Max ironically responds: 
MAX. It's funny you never got married, isn't it? A man with all your gifts. 
Pause. 
Isn't it? A man like you. (Pinter Plays 3 22) 
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Max discerns that Sam's driving is linked to an urgent need to establish his masculine status, 
and that the urgency suggests Sam's sexual impotence. Indeed, it is quite possible to read 
Sam's vehicle as a phallic, armor-plated extension of his weak and vulnerable body, in which 
he penetrates the world with control and case and po\~er. 'lhus. Sam's need to constantly 
announce that he is "... the best chauffeur in the firm" ('Pinter Play.c 3 21) is a sign of his need 
to compensate for his own creature!)' limitations in the best tradition of Pinter males. 
Joe\, the 'oungest son who works as a demolition man during the day and trains to be 
a boxer at night, is phi>ically the strongest in the household, but shows a boyish, almost 
tender side throughout the play. He has almost an unformed. golem like quality, and is 
somewhat slow of speech. Joe\ gains power in the family through his brute strength and 
money making potential as a demolition man, but Max keeps him in his place by treating him 
like a child, by denying his full sexual growth. Joey has a virginal quality, even though he 
may have had sexual intercourse. Throughout this play, the absence of Jessie weighs on the 
family, especially for Joey who has had no mother figure. As Joey enters he asks for food, 
\\hieh sho\\s an animalistic trait. Even Max dra%\s attention to this, "They walk in here ever\, 
time of the day and night like bloody animals. Go and find yourself a mother" (Pinter Plays 3 
24) 
Indeed references to animals dominate the language of the play as a consequence of which 
there is an ever present irony built on the contrast bet\\een images of familial affection and 
animal imagery. For example. Lenny taunts the feminized role of his father: "What the boys 
want. Dad. is your special brand of cooking. Dad. That's what the boys look forward to. The 
special understanding of food, you know. that you've got." (Pinter Plays 3 25) 
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Max's resistance to the label "Dad" (as if he is ashamed of being a parent) and his 
anger imply that he is uncertain that he is their true father. This suspicion becomes clear 
when Sam comments about his escorting Jessie: "You wouldn't have trusted any of your 
other brothers. You wouldn't have trusted Mac, would you? But you trusted me, I want to 
remind ou." 1 Pinter P/ai. 3 26 
Further Sam adds: "Mind you, lie was a good friend of yours." (26.) Perhaps Sam 
wants to imply that Max and Mac share it common thing, which is just not the similarity of 
name, but the affection of Jessie. The scene also clarifies Max's resentment of Joey: 
I'll tell you what you've got to do. What you've got to do is you've got to 
learn how to defend yourself and you've got to learn how to attack. That's 
your only trouble as a boxer. You don't know how to defend yourself, and you 
don't know how to attack. (Pinter Plurs 3 25) 
The derogation of Joey's skills hints at the frustration of an old man who has lost his youthful 
vigor and is reduced to mocking at the efforts of others. Max regards his son's attempt to 
carry favor as a sign of Joey's continuing weakness. His constant repetition of the phrase 
"you've got to" is at once suggesting that Joe\ is still too sensitive, too yielding and uncertain, 
and that he still has lots of work to do if he wants to become a full-fledged member of this 
masculine household and that lie needs to get a move on. Joey leaves this scene like a 
wounded little child whose father has just ridiculed his attempt to show him what he can do. 
Max's derogatory remark has still another purpose. Max wants to remind his sons that they 
are still dependent on him. Like Pinter's smothering mother figure, he wants to keep his sons 
as children to maintain his dominant position in the family. And in some ways he succeeds in 
116 
keeping them as his children despite the fact that they are all grown up men. Max's contempt 
for Sam also serves a similar end: to keep Sam in a subordinate position. 
In regard to the missing mother figure and the anxiety within the remaining male 
members of the Tamil\. the pla\ also seems to mirror archetypes such as that of Oedipus the 
King. with the consciousness of that character inherent in all the three sons and including the 
father. Marc Silverstein says in his book Harold Pinter and the Language of Cultural Power: 
While the play clearly manifests Oedipal tensions, I would argue that these 
tensions indicate a scenario more Lacanian than Freudian. Lacan's 
conceptualization of the Oedipus eomple.x emphasizes the familv's status as a 
network of symbolic relations that must generate appropriate subjects to 
occupy the positions these relations designate, and thus provides an useful 
theoretical lens through v+hich to view The Homecoming. The complexities of 
the Lacanian Oedipal scenario demand an excursus into the realm of theory 
that, while somewhat lengthy, will help clarify Jessie's role in the crisis of 
family structure Pinter dramatizes. 
For Lacan, "father" and "mother" are signifying spaces, symbolic 
positions that function as linguistic categories. drawing their meaning from the 
pla% of difference that defines their relationship within the closed signifying 
system formed by the family. The mother's recognition of the father's word 
promotes the elaboration of difference within the family. Recognizing the 
father's discursive power. the mother proclaims her own inadequacy- her 
"lack" thus defines his "potency," and his "potency" constitutes bother her 
necessary "lack" and her desire for plenitude that will complete it. (88-89) 
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Through the non-realism of the stage, Pinter sets the scene for a ritual in which a family of 
psychically depleted men gain power (or in Sam and Max's case, wither away) with Ruth as a 
surrogate mother-figure, who through her own ritualized initiation into the role of the 
goddess, gains her signified potency as the ancient archetype of Lilith. Silverstein asserts that 
the Lacanian Oedipal drives are a subconscious construct of every family. that they are 
natural, and that they are perfectly illustrated in each character and their relationships to 
%%onien. Here, Pinter makes tangible in the stage reality and the characters, the subconscious. 
and much of this is what drives the play's heightened realism that borders on the surreal. This 
drama's absent character is Jessie, who defines herself and her overbearing presence in Max's 
dominating discourse. Ruth is Jessie and Teddy is a composite of all the other male characters 
in the play, each signifying a different element of the male consciousness. 
At the end of the first scene. Sam and Max get into an argument about MacGregor. 
Sam makes it clear to Max that he took good care of Jessie. but that MacGregor was a "lousy 
stinking rotten loudmouth. A bastard uncouth sodding runt." (Pinter Pldys 3 26) Here Sam 
once again insinuates that MacGregor had a clandestine relationship with Jessie. Max ignores 
what he says and starts insulting Sam. telling him he will be kicked out when he's too old to 
make a financial contribution, attacking the last vestige of his strength which is his money-
making potential. Without the presence of the feminine, the unchecked male violence seems 
likely to the family. As Max hated his father's taunting and waited for an opportunity to gain 
his authority in the family and finally took it when the opportunity came, he now fears a 
similar situation of vulnerability with his o%%n son Lenny, who is gradually usurping his 
father's position of authority in the family. "Thus the conflict between generations of males 
continues. Sam and Max, older and physically weaker, still possess certain of age, Lenny and 
Joey are challenging their elders, but Joey lacks the intellect to use his strength and therefore 
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functions only as an extension of l.enny's mind. At this point the battle has taken on a kind of 
inevitability, as the irresistible decline of one generation is accompanied by the equally 
irresistible rise of another. The cycle is interrupted with the entrance of one female, now 
instead of fighting strictly over territory, the males begin to fight additionally for possession 
of her." (Cahn 59) 
When Teddy and Ruth enter the home, the power dynamics in the family shift 
radically. It is clear that she will become the main focus of the male characters, and their 
pursuit of power, becomes enhanced to a much greater degree. Now the power-play is 
focused on the sole temale as the amen tr\ to assert their authority over her in various ways. 
Surprisingly. Ruth enters this pursuit %\ith her own character and personal values at stake. 
Individual confrontations with each of the male characters ensue and the battle for power is 
fought through action and dialogue. The scene introducing Teddy and Ruth into the story 
conveys a married couple's mundane power struggle as they order each other around, each 
claiming they know, what is best for the other. Teddy at first acts as the typical domesticated 
male character of the 50s, expressing concern for his wife's well being, and showing tactical 
moves in his attempts to control her. At the end of the play he represents a husband more in 
line with ghat men of the 60s could identify with \%hen he is forced to grant her complete 
autonomy in her affairs. 
After a trip to Venice, Teddy returns home with his wife. They arrive in the middle of 
the night. From the beginning, we become aware that a game has been going on between the 
couple, an erotic game that will include and destabilize the entire family. "The presence of 
Ruth becomes a "nexus and a '.pivot" of The Homecoming" (Sakellaridou 107). Ruth. 
through her rediscovery of herself. the multiplicity of her sexuality, and her power through 
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male attention "does not yield only a strong archetypal figure of the Earth Mother or the 
Bitch-Goddess, operating on a mythic and ritualistic level alone- as many critics wrongly 
believe- but also a very interesting realistic female character." (Sakellaridou 107) 
As Teddy gets re-acclimated to his surroundings, Ruth begins to get into a mild 
argument with her husband about going to bed. Teddy seems cold and distant. This banter 
goes on. reminiscent of Beckett's absurdist exchanges: 
RUTH: I think I'll have a breath of air. 
TEDDY: Air? 
Pause. 
What do you mean? 
RUTH: (standing) Just a stroll. 
TEDDY: At this time of night? But we've ... only just got here. We've got to 
go to bed. 
RUTH: I just feel like some air. 
TEDDY: But I'm going to bed. 
RUTH: That's alright. 
TEDDY: But what am I going to do? 
Pause. 
The last thing I %leant is the breath of air. Why do you want a breath of air? 
RUTI 1: I just do. 
TEDDY: But it's late. 
RUTH: I v on't e tar. I'll come back. 
Pause. 
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TEDDY: I'll wait up for you. 
RUTH: Why? 
TEDDY: I'm not going to bed without you. 
RUTH: Can I have the key? 
flc L'ive's it tc) her. 
Why don't you go to bed? (Pinter Plays 3 3 1-32) 
Ruth seems detached from Tedd\ and is alread\ challenging his authority, by demanding 
autononi\ upon entrance to her father-in-law's house. It is obvious that Teddy exhibits a 
controlling attitude toward her. Ruth wins the battle as she leaves the house for a "breath of 
air" leaving the more insecure Teddy behind. Symbolically, she takes the key to the house 
with her. According to Bert 0. States. Teddy represents a "totally withdrawn libido" troubled 
b\ a basic hatred for women and a tendency toward homosexuality (a family problem;) he 
therefore substitutes intellectual equilibrium for a proper sex life" (148). 
Throughout the scene Teddy attempts to dominate Ruth. to project her image as a 
dependent \+ife and points out insecurities she simply does not demonstrate. He comforts her 
despite the fact that she has indicated no need for it: "Look, it's all right, really. I'm here. I 
mean ... I'm with you" (Pinter l'L,vs 3 31). Olin Diamond observes that Teddy's "security in 
the house seems linked to controlling Ruth's movements in it" (144): certainly he seems to 
want very badly for Ruth to leave him alone in the family's living room. Teddy nervously 
and repeatedly assures Ruth about going to bed: indeed, lie seems preoccupied with having 
her do just that. At this point, the struggle for control over Ruth's identity takes the form of a 
struggle for control of the room. "Why don't you go to bed?" Teddy suggests, and despite 
121 
Ruth's telling him that she is riot tired, he continues to press her: "Go to bed, I'll show you 
the room. j...} You'll be perfectly all right up there \\ithout me" (Pinter Pluvs 3 34). 
While insisting that she must be tired. Teddy declares himself "wide awake". "1 just 
+ant to... walk about for a few minutes" (Pinter Plays 3 31), he explains, urging her to retire. 
Undoubtedly sensing %%hat Diamond does, Ruth does not move, declining to surrender the 
room to Teddy or to +ithdra%% to his bed. When lie finally decides to go upstairs with Ruth, 
she suddenly announces, "I think I'll have a breath of air" (Pinter Plats 3 3l). Ruth is 
implacable in this scene. impervious to Teddy's manipulations and indifferent to his desires. 
When she finally agrees to leave the room to him, she does so in a manner that specifically 
thwarts his efforts to control her by suggesting that she leave the house entirely. As Teddy's 
wife, Ruth behaves independently of his interests and desires, as her husband, seems to have 
no authority over her. Ruth's behavior constitutes a rejection of any visible relationship 
between them. The enthusiasm 'teddy displays over his tamily home upon their arrival 
intimates the depth of Ruth's indifference at this point. Like a proud child, Teddy giddily 
introduces Ruth to the home of his childhood. He looks to see if his bed is still upstairs: "It's 
still there. My room" (Pinter Plays 3 29), he announces after investigating. He asks for Ruth's 
admiration of the house: "\%'hat do you think of the room? Big. isn't it? It's a big house. I 
mean, it's a fine room, don't you think?" (Pinter Plays 3 29) Ruth says nothing, just sits 
impassively. In fact, she displays no enthusiasm whatever for her husband's home, so when 
she refuses to go upstairs to his old bedroom and leaves the house instead. Ruth rejects not 
just Teddy's manipulations but Teddy himself. Teddy's dim response to her desire to take a 
walk—"Air? Pause. What do you mean?" (Pinter Plats 3 31)---demonstrates how unnerving 
for him is Ruth's resistance to his desires and how invisible that resistance has been to him up 
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to this point. Teddy entreats with Ruth one last time, "I'm not going to bed without you" 
(Pinter Plats 3 32). and stands helplessly chewing his knuckles as she leaves without him. 
It is even suspected at the beginning of this scene whether Ruth is actually Teddy's 
wife. Whether she is or not. the couple overtly plays power games with each other that are 
sexual in nature. Teddy. hides behind a stoic intellectual facade, which later in the play he 
calls "intellectual equilibrium." (Pinter Plays 3 70)1t is obvious that Ruth wishes to get away 
from Teddy. He keeps telling her to "sit down" in his father's chair. (Pinter Plays 3 28) It is 
obvious from the first exchange between Teddy and Ruth that Teddy dominates her in the 
relationship. or at least is playing a game of domination. "Ruth's decision not to follow her 
husband's ohv iou advice points to a more general refusal on her part to oblige Teddy. It 
contributes to the 'edginess of'the situation, to the sense the audience quickly receives a lack 
of ease between them, and indicates Ruth's uncertainty about whether she has done right to 
accompany her husband on this visit to his family home. In fact the play- with its final image 
of Ruth as matriarch sitting relaxed in Max's chair. here originally proffered her by Teddy-
ma) eventually be seen as her homecoming." (Thompson 103) 
As Teddy goes to bed and Ruth leaves. Lenny encounters Teddy downstairs and they 
engage in an amiable conversation. Lenny remarks that he is being kept awake by a tick. 
Teddy remarks that it's probably the clock in his room. Their brief meeting reflects their 
animosity towards each other. As 'Teddy sass: "I've ... just come back for a few days", to 
which Lenny sharply replies. "Oh yes? Have you?" (Pinter Plays 3 34). There is an internal 
conflict going on between them which comes to the fore when Lenny tries to dominate 
Teddy. 
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When Ruth returns to the house after her solitary walk, she meets Lenny, and a 
struggle for domination starts at once, a situation through which she easily becomes aware of 
his technique of using insults and sexual provocations. Therefore, by not revealing her mind 
she ends up achieving a position of power. Ruth encounters him with a quiet grace. Despite 
her telling Lenny that she is Teddy's wife, he speaks to her as though she is an object to be 
had. Lenny then asks to touch her. Ruth asks why, and Lenny responds with a story about 
almost murdering a prostitute who propositioned him, down by the docks: 
One night, not too long ago, one night down by the docks, I was standing 
alone under an arch, watching wall the men jibbing the boom, out in the 
harbor. and playing about with the yardarm, when a certain lady came up to 
me and made me e certain proposal_ This lady has been searching for me for 
dxyc. She'd lost track of my whereabouts. However the fact was she 
eventually caught up wlth one, and when she caught up with me she made me 
this certain proposal. Well, this proposal wasn't entirely out of order and 
normally I would have subscribed to it. I mean I would have subscribed to it 
in the normal course of events. The only trouble was she was falling apart with 
the pox. So I turned it down. Well, this lady was very insistent and started 
taking liberties with me down under this arch, liberties which by any criterion 
I couldn't be expected to tolerate, the facts being what they were, so I clumped 
her one. It was on my mind at the time to do away with her, you know, to kill 
her, and the fact is, that as killings go, it would have been a simple matter. 
nothing to it. her chauffeur, who had located me for her, he'd popped round 
the comer to have a drink, which just left this lady and myself, you see, alone, 
standing underneath this arch, watching all the steamers steaming up, no one 
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about, all quiet on the Western I-ront. and there she was up against this wall? 
Well, just slidin_L, down the \%all, tollou%ing the hlo 	I'd i~en her. Well, to 
sum up, everything was in my favour, for a killing. Don't worry about the 
chauffeur. The chauffeur would never have spoken. lie was an old friend of 
the family. But ... in the end I thought .. Aaah, why go to all the bother .. . 
you know, getting rid of the corpse and all that, getting yourself into a state of 
tension. So I just gave her another belt in the nose and a couple of turns of the 
hoot and sort of left it at that. (Pinter Plays 3 38-39) 
Isere, in a story that seems as though it is a lubrication. Lenny attempts to convey to Ruth, the 
violence he is supposedly capable of. Here, he asserts himself as a man of the shadows, his 
dark "pimp" persona, which is but a facade for his deep sense of masculine failure. "Now 
there is a serious question here as to whether Lenin reall% did this at all, much less with such 
terrifying indifference: but that is besides the point, just as it is besides the point to inquire 
whether the family is capable of having sex with Ruth. The main thing is the conception and 
framing of the possibihity, the something dune to the brutality that counts" (States 455). 
Unlike Max. who uses the coarse language of the butcher, Lenny couches his story of 
gratuitous violence in words expressing nonchalance and dark humor. Lenny is applying his 
own kind of manipulative violence in this stor\: "The very fact of telling the story to Ruth 
constitutes an act of psychological violence against her, an attempt at intimidation and control 
that is clear despite its displacement into story" (Morrison 183). Lenny's story may not 
explain why Ruth should hold his hand. but it certainly reveals a threat for Ruth (Morrison 
183). When Ruth responds simpl\ by asking how he knew the girl was diseased, Lenny's 
fiction making is obvious: "I decided she was." (Pinter Plays 3 39) This statement also 
implies his patriarchal attitude and authoritarian behaviour. Victor L. Cahn says: 
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"i he boast is more likely, however, a confession that the entire incident has 
been concocted, or that Lenny has related his own version of such a meeting. 
Furthermore, that Lenny chooses to demonstrate his manhood with a narrative 
in which he does not conquer a ornan sexually, but instead heats and kicks 
her, implies that he is impotent." 61-62)  
Lenny is aware of Ruth's power to replace Jessie. if only subconsciously. He is also 
aware that she is different from the women he normally surrounds himself with as part of his 
profession. Also, he is aware that she is a gentile, and is a threat to the family's social order. 
Here, Lenny uses language and control of the discourse to maintain his position in the family. 
He also uses it as a form of dominance over his brother Joey and his burgeoning sexuality, 
and now over Ruth whose sexualit\ will later come to dominate the entire family. 
Lenny shares another story which reflects his latent brutality but this time against an 
old woman: 
So after a few minutes I said to her, now look here, why don't you stuff this 
iron mangle up your arse? Anyway. I said, they're out of date, you want a spin 
drier. I had a good mind to give her a workover there and then, but as I was 
feeling jubilant with the snow-clearing I just gave her a short-arm jab to the 
belly and jumped on a bus outside (Pinter Plays 341). 
In the context of a more domestic scene, and with a helpless old lady rather than a diseased 
young woman. Lenny continues to act-out in story his tendencies toward violence. With these 
two stories, "Lenny attempts to demonstrate to Ruth that he is all powerful day and night, 
against both whore and homemaker" (Thompson 179). Victor L. Cahn again comments here: 
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The first story depicts violence against a younger woman, a prostitute. This 
second relates the violence taken against an older woman. a maternal figure. 
Through narrative, therefore, Lenny attacks both aspects of Ruth's personality, 
and also he demonstrates savagery. Yet he fails to prove his sexual capacity. 
especially as he recalls running away after striking the old woman." (62). 
Lenny's stories of violence io\\ard women lead directly to the power play between 
Ruth and Lenny in the action that follows. From his stories. Ruth realizes the weaknesses of 
Lenny and finally dares him to live up to his stories. Ruth engages Lenny in a sexually 
flirtatious exchange regarding a glass of water. She openly makes sexual suggestions to him 
in order to disarm his come-ons of violence. She refuses his request for the glass and calls 
him as "Leonard" ( Pinter Plays 3 4 I) to which Lenny objects as his mother used to call him 
"Leonard": 
Rl1TH: I haven't quite finished. 
LENNY: You've consumed quite enough in my opinion. 
RLAII: No, I haven't. 
LENNY: Quite sufficient, in m oven opinion. 
RUTH: Not in mine, Leonard. 
Pause. 
LENNY: Don't call me that, please. 
RUTH: Why not? 
LENNY: "Chat's the name my mother gave me. 
Pause. 
Just give me the glass. 
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Rt; 11 I: No. 
Pause. 
LENNY: I'll take it then. 
RL: H: If you take the glass...l'll take you. 
Pause. 
LENNY: You're joking. (Pinter Plats 3 41-42) 
Here. Ruth disarms Lenn\'s advances and makes her first attack on the family's structure by 
assuming the archetype of the whore or temme fatale. She makes it clear to Lenny that she is 
not just another "whore" nor is she just a simple mother and housewife married to a college 
professor. Also. when Ruth calls him "Leonard" she refers to his Jewish heritage, and Ruth. a 
gentile, moves in as the femme fatale to make an assault on Lenny's constructed self. This 
self is in denial of heritage and tradition and consumed with an affected cosmopolitanism. 
Ruth is a femme fatale and a gentile temptress. This archetype of the femme fatale illustrates 
the power behind the myster-, of female sexuality. What becomes clear from this first 
confrontation of Ruth with one of the members of Teddy's family is that she is not nave, as 
she is aware of the specialized vocabulary used by a pimp, and that she is perfectly capable of 
making use of her personal attributes in order to achieve her goals. Furthermore, the scene. 
filled with several hints of erotic overtones. may express the existence of a lack of sexual 
sati>taction in her life, when she says: 'Oh. I as thirsty" (Pinter Plats 3 43). She sounds 
very much like a man making a pass at a woman: her proposition even contains the hints of 
possible sexual violence. Ruth's increasingly suggestive invitation ends abruptly when Lenny 
asks. "\hat are sou doing, making me some kind of proposal"" (Pinter Plays 3 42) and 
reacts not by heating Ruth, but by sitting speechlessly watching her. Ruth's femaleness, her 
identity as a woman, wife. mother. and most likely, whore, leaves Lenny helpless. As her 
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advances become more blatant. his blusters make his fears both more desperate and more 
comic. Penelope Prentice in her book The Pinter Ethic: The Erotic Aesrhelic scans up this 
encounter in the following words: 
To maintain self-respect and to gain Lenny's she must avoid slipping into 
subservience, which in Pinter's work requires gaining dominance. Ruth does 
so by topping each of Lenny's threat'proposals with it counterproposal/attack 
that finally calls his bluff: "If you take the glass ... I'll take you". Ruth's wit 
which wins her the dominant position baffles Lenny. who shouts after her as 
she goes upstairs: "What's that supposed to be? Some kind of proposal?" 
(Prentice 130-131). 
The profound impression Ruth makes upon Lenny is clear from the question he later asks his 
father: 
That night ... you know ... the night you got me ... that night with Mum, what 
was it like" Eh? When I was just a glint in your eye. What was it like'? What 
was the background to it'? I mean. I want to know the real facts about my 
background. I mean, for instance, is it a fact that you had me in mind all the 
time, or is it a fact that I was the last thing you had in mind? (Pinter Plays 3 
44) 
Ruth's presence and attitude ha \e spurred these conflicting questions in Lenny's mind and 
compel him to think about iessi. his mother. Fiis questions suggest his sexual desire for both 
women. but his earlier behavior with Ruth communicated apprehension. These conflicting 
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instincts recur in all the male characters in the play. They are attracted to women, yet fearful 
of them, contemptuous, yet submissive. 
Max's reminiscence of Jessie displays the ambiguity of his shifting views of women: 
either they are objects of worship or objects of abuse. Max says: 
Well, it's a long time since the whole family was together, eh? If only your 
mother was alive. Eli, what do you say, Sam? What would Jessie say if she 
as alive? Sitting here \\ith her three sons. Three fine grown-up lads. And a 
lovely daughter-in-la. The only shame is her grandchildren aren't here. 
She'd have petted them and cooed o\er them, wouldn't she, Sam? She'd have 
fussed over them and played with them. told them stories, tickled them I tell 
you she'd have been h\sterical. (To Ruth.) Mind you, she taught those boys 
everything they know. She taught them all the morality they know. I'm telling 
you. Every single bit of the moral code they live by—was taught to them b\ 
their mother. And she had a heart to go with it. What a heart, Eh, Sam? Listen 
what's the use of beating round the bush? That woman was the backbone to 
this family. I mean, I was busy working twenty-four hours a day in the shop, 
was going all over the country to find meat, I was making my way in the 
world, but I left a woman at home with a will of iron, a heart of gold and a 
mind. Right Sam? (Pinter flats 3 53-54) 
Max begins by envisioning an ideal fiction of motherhood, with Jessie as the doting 
grandmother. Undercutting this image, however are his overused cliches: "she taught them 
everything they know". "she had a heart to go with it": and she was the "backbone of the 
family". Irony is also apparent in the comment that she taught morality to his obvious amoral 
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sons. Max goes on to reflect on a moment in time when Jessie, surrounded by her boys, was 
enthroned in a scene of domestic harmony, next to her husband of course. Whether any of 
Max's reflections are related to fact does not matter. this is one of those situations "where 
fantasy has the weight of fact, and fact has the metaphoric potential of fantasy" (Lahr 187). 
Max describes this scene as memory and in doing so projects Jessie as a type of Madonna-
figure. 
Just as real. however is a baser image of hers when his idyllic narrative of the past 
turns sour: 
I worked as a butcher all my life, using the chopper and the slab. the slab, you 
know what I mean, the chopper and the slab! To keep my family in luxury. 
Two families! My mother was bedridden, my brothers were all invalids, I had 
to earn the money for the leading psychiatrists. I had to read books! I had to 
study the disease, so that I could cope with an emergency at every stage. A 
crippled family, three bastard sons. a slutbitch of a wife..... (Pinter Plays 3 
55) 
Instead of grandchildren. the second family includes a bedridden mother and invalid brothers. 
No "ship is going to come home" here; instead Max uses the chopper and the slab to keep his 
family in luxury. The final vignette of pink-faced boys with shiny hair at the feet of their 
parents becomes a "crippled family, three bastard sons, a slutbitch of wife". 
Max's treatment of Ruth may be compared to his treatment of Jessie in the past. When 
Teddy introduces Ruth to the rest of the family he pushes both the ritual and the family 
conflict forward. Max immediately reacts to Ruth's position by calling her names, and telling 
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Lenny and Joe\ to remove I eddy and Ruth from the household. Max is immediately 
threatened. seeing Ruth as taking the place of Jessie. "They come back from America, they 
bring the slopbucket 'v ith them, the bring the bedpan with them." (Pinter Plays 3 50) says 
Max in disgust. Ignoring Teddy's that Ruth is his %%ite he calls her "a dirty tart", a "smells' 
scrubber" and a "sinking pox ridden slut" and even a "disease". Ruth remains silent. His 
agitated response grows out of his suspicion that is son has "shack(ed) up" (Pinter Plays 3 50) 
with Ruth under his roof and without his knowledge. His reactions become more aggressive 
when he says: "I've never had a whore under this roof before. Ever since your mother died." 
(Pinter Plays 3 50) This remark leaves an open assumption that he has never brought a whore 
into the house, or perhaps Jessie was the last he allowed, thereby bringing Jessie and Ruth in 
a linear connection of supposed prostitution in the family. The couple confronts Max with his 
own lack of control over the event within the house, and in his fury to retain his position of 
authority Max lashes out at his son through Ruth. "The inadequacy of the males in The 
Homecoming= is strongly suggested by their tendency to see themselves as fragments of a 
whole, in contrast to Ruth's struggle for wholeness and integration. They are bound to choose 
between intellect and instinct because they are unable to reconcile and fuse the two aspects of 
their personality." (SakeIlaridou 116) 
Max follows his verbal attack on Ruth with a physical attack on the men who have 
witnessed his alleged humiliation when Joey declines to "chuck [Teddy and Ruth] out," 
(Pinter Plays 3 50) and calls Max "an old man" (Pinter Plays 3 50). Max punches Joey in the 
stomach to assert his authority within the household in front of the woman. He also hits Sam 
on the head with his cane when Sam goes to help him up, thus keeping Sam, once again, 
confined to his role as the outsider and the eunuch. Re-energized by his exhibition of 
patriarchal authority over the men of the family, Max then addresses Ruth and she walks 
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towards him, obviously unmoved by his fit of violence, but not openly contesting his 
position. Max asks her if she is a mother and how many children she has, to which Ruth 
replies "three" (Pinter Plats 3 51). He then asks Teddy whether the kids are all his, reflecting 
his own concern regarding the paternit\ of his children. It is here, in this scene when Ruth 
first begins her unconscious assault on Max, for she reminds him of his Wife Jessie. It is 
interesting that Jessie also had three sons. On learning this fact, he clearly sees the possibility 
of her taking Jessie's place as mother in the family when he asks, "Eh, tell me, do you think 
that the children are missing their mother?" (Pinter Plays 3 59) The ambiguity of the question 
lies in the fact that though it refers to the children of Teddy and Ruth back in America, but it 
also implies the need of a mother for his own sons. To Max, Ruth will not only fill the 
vacuum of Jessie but she can also be an asset to him. He is sure that her presence will help 
him regain his waning power in the family. As the curtain falls. Max beckons Teddy to 
cuddle him. Holding out his arms Teddy remarks sarcastically, "I'm ready for the cuddle" 
(Pinter Plays 3 52). 
At the beginning of ;pct Two, Max, Lenny. Teddy. and Sam stand on the stage 
lighting cigarettes, this being a representation of phallic power of "masculine contentment" 
(Cahn 64). The only male character not involved in this ritual is Joey. All the antagonism, the 
attacks, the game of "take the piss"—all of it exists, to show that the men have problems With 
their own masculinity, possibly due to issues regarding social class, but also due to the lack of 
a strong committed female in the family. Cahn goes on to say: "Max devotes himself to 
womanly activities: cooking and tucking the boys into bed. He even talks about his own 
pangs of childbirth. Lenny runs away when Ruth offers herself to him, and Sam is virtually 
sexless. while Joey later fails to go "the whole hog' with Ruth, and Teddy retreats behind an 
intellectual barrier" (Cahn 64). 
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Ruth understands her strength from the start as she has experienced with all kinds of 
men in the family. Thus she is never out of control. She compliments Max on the quality of 
the meal and Max praises her for her role as cook and mother to his grandsons. From either 
perspective. Max can treat Ruth only as an object. Ironically, by the end of the play. Ruth 
refuses to accept the subservient role. and Max kneels to her, begging for a kiss. 
The nature of the family business is emphasized when Max recalls negotiating with "a 
top-class group of butchers with continental connections" (Pinter Plays 3 54), a meeting so 
promising that he promised an assortment of garish gifts for his %%ife: 
"[...] I'm going to treat you to a couple of items, I'm going to buy you a dress 
in pale corded blue silk, heavily encrusted in pearls, and for casual wear, a pair 
of pantaloons in lilac flowered taffeta. Then I gave her a drop of cherry 
brandy". (Pinter Plugs 3 54) 
Here, the phrase "for casual wear" calls to mind an advertisement as if Max were promoting a 
new style of clothes rather than offering a present to the Jessie. Here is the charming side of 
Max that invited women to work for him, as he "sold them a line" before he literally "sold 
them". Max remembers his sons in their childhood and thinks of how Jessie would have been 
happy to see Ruth in the family in this way. Max takes comfort in the image of the boys 
before they were old enough to be rivals. Whether this incident had ever happened or not 
cannot be known but the purpose of narrating this story is to let Ruth know the potential 
\%armth of the family into which she has stepped. However, Ruth does not allow him to 
maintain this illusion, as she brushes aside surface action and language by posing a question 
that brings e\eryone do%%n to the primitive level: "What happened to the group of butchers?" 
(Pinter Plays 3 55). Max confirms that they turned out to be a bunch of criminals like 
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ever%one else'' t Pinter l'Ial s 3 	('aim sa\s on this, " this rambling reflects the romantic 
side of \lax',, personality. hi: attection for omen and talllliv'' (C'ahu 65). 
In the presence of Ruth. Max once again tries to dominate over Sam as he is late for 
his work. Max begins to prod him to go and picks up his clients. Max is angry over 
diminishing power and all he can do is to insult Sam: "You'd bend over for half a dollar on 
Blackfriar's bridge" (Pinter Plays 3 56). His insinuation of homosexuality is an attempt to 
make Sam even less of a man than Max. He insults Sam further by comparing his own 
responsibility towards the family and what Sam does for the family: "[...] don't talk to me 
about the pain of childbirth—I suffered the pain. I have still got the pangs—when I give a 
little cough my back collapses—and here I've got a lazy idle bugger of a brother won't even 
get to work on time." (Pinter Plays 3 55) 
Max then turns to Tedd' and casually asks him why he didn't inform him about his 
marriage to which he gives a lame excuse: "You were busy at the time. I didn't \%ant to 
bother you" (Pinter Plays 3 57). At this stage one is unable to comprehend the real reason. 
Despite the entire power struggle. Max tries to convince Teddy that had he informed him 
about his marriage. Max %\ould have thrown a grand party. After making his wishes clear, 
Max turns to Ruth, and offers his blessings on the marriage. Ruth expresses her own: "I'm 
sure Teddy's very happy ... to know that you're pleased with me. Pause. 1 think he wondered 
whether you would be pleased with me" (Pinter Plays 3 57). Anticipating the course of 
events. Teddy rises to defend his way of life back in America: 
"She's a great help to me over there. She's a wonderful wife and mother. She's 
a very popular roman. She's got lots of friends. It's a great life, at the 
University ... you know ... it's a very good life. We've got a lovely house , . . 
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we've got all . . . we've got everything we want. It's a very stimulating 
environment." (Pinter Plugs 3 58) 
It becomes clear from Teddy's words that he regards his wife as a mere complement 
to his own life, someone who is there to serve him. take care of his children, and be displayed 
to his friends and family. This becomes even more evident when lie tries to convince her that 
it is time to return to America: "You can help me with my lectures when we get back. I'd love 
that. I'd be so grateful for it really" (Pinter Plums 3 63). His description of Ruth's role reveals 
of his self- centeredness and ignorance of his wife's needs. Cahn goes on to say: 
"'l'he passage is another in which the literal meaning is undercut by the tone 
and rhythm with which the words are uttered. "Teddy's lack of passion implies 
first that his life is the opposite of what he claims and second that Ruth is 
probable unhappy. Therefore. Teddy's statement is a plea that Ruth be allowed 
to remain with him. Moreover, the suggestion that Ruth is popular on campus 
has ironic undertones about the reasons why." (Cahn 65-66). 
That Ruth has not been happy with Teddy in America is clear from the contradictory view of 
Ruth about America: "It's all rock. And sand. It stretches ... so far ... everywhere you look. 
And there's lots of insects there" (Pinter Plays 3 61), and it is symbolic of Teddy's sterile 
world. It is clear that Ruth refuses to assume the roles Teddy attributed to her. She rejects the 
superficial social conventions and respectability of the professors' wife, and, unlike Jessie, 
she chooses not to conceal ',exualit% or pretend piety. Ruth's story becomes one of practical 
as ertion and control and her homecoming. an opportunity to challenge the stories of the past. 
The picture she presents is clearly that of loneliness, of a life devoid of any future prospects 
as expressed by the barren environment which surrounds her. Steven H. Gale goes straight to 
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the point when he says: "... since marriage and the family have failed to satisfy Ruth's 
primary appetites, they are not fulfilling their functions and may be discarded." (153). The 
moment this is full\ understood, then Ruth's decision to stay can be accepted. 
Ruth's presence in the house is overwhelming. It is clear by now in the play that she is 
in complete control of her surroundings, and that her presence within the animalistic 
household will push the conflict ahead as the entire family begins their slow assault on 
Teddy. Gabbard quotes director Peter Hall in an explanation in regards to his take on the 
play: 
The mainspring of the play...is that the entire family put on the elder brother to 
see if he'll crack. They suggest keeping his wife in order to crack him. He is 
actually the biggest bastard in a lot of bastards, and he won't be cracked. He 
Would sooner see the destruction of his own vv ife, and of his own marriage, 
which, in a sense he does, except you could argue that where the woman ends 
up in the end is where she always been and where she wants to be. (Gabbard 
187). 
Later in the play, the family begins to "take the piss" out of Teddy. Lenny, bored with 
idle chatter, takes his first potshot when he reminds Teddy, "Your cigar's gone out" (Pinter 
Plays 3 59). Apparently innocuous, this line implies that Teddy has lost his power. Lenny 
retorts in a different vein, by commenting sarcastically and questioning Teddy on the 
inadequacy of his abstract thinking, begins to assert himself as the true philosopher in the 
room. Lenny pulls apart Teddy's facade—the discourses on being and not being, and strips 
him of his comfortable bourgeois existence. Lenny makes an assault on Teddy's intelligence 
and manhood by an attack on his Doctorate of Philosophy. "Lenny's philosophical burst 
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contrasting with the usual squalor of his mind and surroundings strikes the realistic note of 
the intellectual Jew denied his chance for formal education by a concatenation of 
circumstances" (Baker and Tabachnik 121). Here, Lenny asserts that Teddy is not the only 
one with the acute mind, that his bourgeois existence does not take him away from his roots. 
Teddy coolly refuses to rise to the bait on arl\ of these issues, in a way that prefigures the 
calm with which he accedes to the family's arrangements for Ruth. His recipe for 
circurmenting all major issues of faith and emotion is to deny that the fall within his 
research area. In that a\ he endoa\ors to maintain vv hat he calls an 'intellectual equilibrium' 
(Pinter Plati•s 3 70). 
Max and Joey join in making fun of Teddy's pretentiousness and emasculating him in 
front of his wife. At a crucial point in the ritual. Lenny questions Teddy sarcastically on the 
nature of reality in regard to tables and their function, pointing out the absurdities in the 
philosophical questioning on the nature of reality. Richard Dutton suggests that these 
questions reflect Lenny's cynicism: It is the absence of faith, the absence of such certainties, 
in respect of the lost mother. Jessie. which lies at the heart of the odd behavior within the 
family" (Dutton 132). 
Teddy has cultivated a sort of indifference which makes him an outsider in the family 
and an object of resentment particularly to Lenm. This emerges in the incident of the cheese 
roll, %%hick Teddy admits to hay in , eaten. just before the family's proposal to Ruth: "To 
pinch our younger brother's specially made cheese roll when he's out doing a spot of work, 
that's not equivocal, it's unequivocal" (Pinter Pars 3 72). Teddy proclaims that there was no 
ulterior motive, that he did it simply because he was hungry. but Lenny is determined to 
construe this as an act of spite. 'unequivocal and certainly not outside his province. The 
138 
antagonism between the brothers becomes obvious but once again Teddy remains calm 
against this provocation. 
Once Teddy has been one-upped. Ruth dra%%s the men's eyes away from Teddy and 
takes the game to if different level. She beats the men at their own game and seizes the power 
with this monologue: 
"Don't be too sure though. You've forgotten something. Look at me. I ... 
move niN leg. That's all it is. But I wear ... underwear ... which moves with me 
... it captures your attention. Perhaps you misinterpret. The action is simple. 
It's a Ieg...m(7\ lnf . %t\ lips move. Why don't you restrict...your observations 
to that? Perhaps the fact that they move is more significant... than the words 
which come through them. You must bear that ... possibility ... in mind." 
( Pinter Plats 3 60-61) 
Although her remarks lack philosophical sophistication and serve more to reveal her 
dominant sexuality, they do demonstrate if practical and vital concern in such questions that 
her husband lacks. Her analysis of meaning and interpretation is sexually charged both in the 
teasing deliberation with which it is conducted and in its suggestive choice of examples. 
Ruth's monologue about her body is the moment \%- here she begins to fully assert her power 
over Teddy in the game. She tells Teddy, in the subtext of this monologue, that she is now 
free, that their relationship and his idea of her doesn't matter, that she is back in her own 
environment. Cahn says: 
"On one level she suggests that language itself, the words an individual uses, 
may not be the key to that individual's meaning. On another level, she 
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insinuates that although she married to Teddy and to all appearances 
committed to him. legalities do not constrain her. Her instincts, her very nature 
as a woman, are more important. Thus she is free to act as she wants." (Cahn 
66). 
Martin Esslin comments: 
"The association of ideas in Ruth's mind seems to be: if a table, 
philosophically speaking. is more than just a table. if there is another plane of 
reality behind its appearance, this to her is analogous to the contrast between 
the outward appearance of a woman, and what is beneath that appearance: the 
underwear, the flesh, the sex." (Esslin 144) 
That is precisely what Tedd` fails to understand. or refuses to and the differences between the 
two gradually deepen. 
Teddy doesn't even fight hack as she joins his family in their assault against him. This 
is also the point in the ritual where the mother and whore archetypes are unified. "Ruth 
speaks with authority and self=  confidence. Hers is the first solid and coherent female speech, 
\.hich reflects a newly formulated ideology. Her discourse also throws light on her often 
inexplicable behavior, proves the complexity of her character and destroys the split female 
image h\ blending the two polarities of mother and whore into one harmonious whole." 
(Sakellaridou 109). 
According to Marc Silverstein: 
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"Ruth's comments foreground the female body's capacity to escape the 
(masculine) systems of representation that attempt to produce an appropriate - 
ie., unthreatening - femininity..... When Ruth suggests that men "misinterpret" 
the female body, ,,he emphasizes that the representational fashioning and 
coding of the hod v remains quite distinct from the body's actual existence. 
even as the author(izer)s of such codings attempt to deny the distinction by 
forcing the body to live out its representation in a socially palpable form." 
(Silverstein Harold Pinter and the Language a/'Cult ual Power 94) 
Ruth's homecoming. then. to the extent that it suggests her rejection of masculine control 
over her body, implies that she is not ready to sacrifice herself on the altar of Teddy's 
masculine needs. The discourse of the men is pure aggression. Ruth on the other hand, wields 
both intellect and instinct, knowing that her body. and her presence. makes everything around 
her tangible. Without the presence of Jessie, the male organization of the family cannot hold 
without a powerful feminine center, because of the impersonal way the men deal with their 
environment and the lack of responsibility toward themselves and the home. Bardwick 
writes: 
"Although men and women can and do agree on what is good and bad. 
possible and impossible their experiences of self and other space and time, 
constancy and change may he very different. Men live in an impersonal world. 
women in their domestic role. live in a very personal world. The female world 
is autocentric. which Gutmann defines as one where the individual has 
recurrent experiences of being the focus. the center, of communal events and 
ties. In the ullocenur•ic world of men, the individual has the feeling that the 
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centers and sources of organization, social bonds, and initiatives are separate 
from him. In the perceptual world of \%omen there is the feeling that she is a 
part of all that is worth being a part of. and the sense of self includes all of 
those others that persistently evoke action and affect from oneself. Whereas 
for men success depends upon ability to perceive the world objectively, 
women can personalize the world, perceiving it without boundary." (164) 
It is clear by this point that Ruth is playing a game with Teddy, one that has reached its peak. 
Teddy, with his cold rationalism, can't satisfy Ruth's need for sexual and emotional 
closeness. She has pushed him into a weakened position, for she is dissatisfied with the life 
she has been leading. and her behavior is representative of changing attitudes toward women, 
family, and society. Ruth is not a prostitute. but rather "playing at" the role as part of the 
game between herself and Teddy. These characters are representative of the new form of 
liberation for women and couples in general during the time period, but the archetypes are 
deeper. They are fundamentally prehistoric. Ruth. like many female characters who represent 
the One, is the earth priestess. or Hecate, the goddess of the moon. Sakellaridou continues, 
"Ruth forces her way into (the debate). demanding her rights. setting up her 
terms, speaking her own language. establishing her real self, tier intellectual 
independence has taken her well beyond social criticism. Her free admission 
of whoredom as an essential part of her nature has made her impervious to the 
males' intended humiliation of her." (109.) 
After her famous sexually charged comment, Ruth declares that: "1 was born quite near here" 
(Pinter Plays 3 61). implying that it is her homecoming rather than Teddy's. She is in effect a 
reincarnation of the dead mother, the structure of the house, and she speaks the family's 
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language in a way that Teddy does not. You are just objects". he insists. "You just ... move 
about. I can observe it. I can see what you do. It's the same as I do. But you're lost in it. You 
won't get me being ... I won't be lost in it" (Pinter Plays 3 70). Richard Dutton comments, 
"[...1 Ruth speaks for something more basic and intuitive within us, which is more intrigued 
and tantalised than offended: she voices the part of ourselves that recognises itself in these 
primitive emotions" (133). 
Next. Teddy wants to leave to go back and be with the children, in a plea for 
domesticit%. but Ruth. noX+ completely immersed and in control of her environment refuses to 
concede. Teddy remarks upon the filthiness of the flat and wants to go back to the supposed 
cleanliness of his life back in America: "1lere. there's nowhere to bathe. except the 
swimming bath down the road. You know -,Shat it's like? It's like a urinal. A filthy urinal!" 
(Pinter Plu}'s 3 63). This is a desperate attempt to control Ruth. Ruth's limited freedom 
results from her perfectly justified revolt against the family's desperate attempts to control 
her. 
As Teddy leaves to pack. Lenny enters and talks to Ruth about clothing and America. 
At this juncture in the play. Ruth is open to Lenny's advances. Ruth's power and self-
actualization within the dramatic conflict draws the men in the family into her circle in a 
weakened position. She reveals to Lenny that she was once a "photographic model for the 
body" (Pinter Plcivs 3 65). Then she continues With the pi\ utal monologue in the play: 
R  I H: I hat as before I had.. alt rn children. 
Pause. 
No, not always indoors. 
Pause. 
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Once or t ice we vent to a place in the country. by train. Oh. six or seven 
times. We used to pass a...a large white water tower. This place...this 
house.. .was very big.. .the trees. ..there was a lake, you see... we used to change 
and walk down toward the lake...we went down a path...on stones...there 
were.. on this path. Oh. just... wait ...yes...when we changed in the house we 
had a drink. There was a cold buffet. 
Pause. 
Sometimes we staved in the house but...most often...we walked down to the 
lake.. .and did our modeling there. 
Pause. 
Just before we went to America I went down there. I walked from the station 
to the gate and then I walked up the drive. There were lights on...I stood in the 
drive...the house was very light." (Pinter Plats 3 65-66) 
This passage suggests her confidence in her identity as a \\oman. After this exchange. Ruth 
and Lenny kiss. It is here that she has completely given herself over to her new freedom and 
autonomy. Ruth's monologue is her assertion of her sexuality and feminine power. When 
Lenny mockingly calls her a model of' hats, attacking her body image as a mother, she 
responds b asserting her power as the unified mother whore archetype. Referring to herself 
as a nude model of the body creates an iconographic image of Venus emerging from the sea-
foam in Greek mythology. Lenny cannot resist the Lilith archetype presented by Ruth. 
As Ruth and Lenny kiss, Joey and the rest of the family come down and see them in 
this position. Joe, takes her and kisses her on the couch in front of Lenny. Max. and Teddy, 
\oho do not intervene. Here. Ruth becomes the most powerful one in the house, and is 
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preparing for her new place in it. Meanwhile Max praises her for her qualities: "A mother of 
three. You've made a happy woman out of her. It's something to be proud of. I mean, we're 
talking about a woman of quality. We're talking about a woman of feeling." (Pinter Plays 3 
68). Max's sense of"qualit) is equated with a whore. Thus, he sees the possibility of setting 
her up as a prostitute as feasible. The outlandishness of the action on stage, in juxtaposition 
with the double entendre of Max's commentary. is set off even more by Teddy's silence, 
which amounts to complicity. "When the audition is over. Ruth stands. She has proven 
herself by demonstrating her skill at manipulating men sexually. Furthermore, these men 
need her for emotional. financial, and sexual reasons." (Cahn 68). 
Thus the power in the house and in the business is hers and she knows that too. When 
she orders food and drink, her manner is terse, her sentences are short: "Well, get it." Then: 
"What's this _gla 	I can't drink out ofthis. Ha'en't you got a tumbler?" (Pinter Plays 3 68) 
By ordering ueh things tur hcr~clt. Ruth accepts her place within the family organization and 
her severe tone reaffirms that she expects compliance. 
As the family become more and more outrageous. Teddy's retreat becomes more 
obvious. When Joey returns after a session with Ruth, without having gone "the whole hog" 
(Pinter Plats 3 74). Teddy replies: "Perhaps he hasn't got the right touch" (Pinter Plays 3 74). 
When Lenny and Joey purposefully start narrating how they raped two girls near Wormwood 
Scrubs to exert their male prowess. Teddy sits silently and helplessly as he understands the 
future course of events. When Max returns and shouts: "Where's the whore? Still in bed? 
She'll make us all animals?" (Pinter Plays 3 76) intuitively he blurts out the truth as he also 
realizes the power of Ruth over the male members of the family. On learning of the encounter 
between Ruth and Teddy, he seems genuinely worried that Joey has suffered psychic wounds. 
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Max also may he revealing his antagonism toward Ruth and the control that she as a woman 
has over male sexual fulfillment. He blames her for taunting his son, but Max is also jealous 
of her power and in his last attempt to control Ruth he uses slang which is reminiscent of 
derogatory remarks in the first Act. 
At last Max proposes \\hat has been apparent for some time: "You know something? 
Perhaps it's not a had idea to have a woman in the home. Perhaps it's a good thing. Who 
knows? May be we should keep her" (Pinter Plcns 3 77). From this point the proposition is 
debated with a dispassion which is both horrifying and shocking. The most revolting aspect is 
Teddy's refusal to be perturbed: "The best thing for her is to come home with me, Dad. 
Really. We're married. Nou know" (Pinter Plats 3 78). Despite Teddy's pretending to be 
superior to others in the family, he actually, sinks lox%er than they do, for he refuses to 
acknowledge the outrage taking place. 
The men start weighing details of their scheme. the financial, domestic, and sexual 
arrangements. As Max says to Lenny: "But I think you're concentrating too much on the 
economic considerations. l'here are other considerations. There are the human considerations. 
You understand what I mean? There are the human considerations. Don't forget them." 
(Pinter Plays 3 79) 
To this Lenny politely answers that he won't forget. Max's tone shifts to the lower 
pitch when he says, "Well don't" (Pinter Plats 3 79). This shift in tone reflects the internal 
conflict of Max. He is talking about a mother but at the same time he is also talking about a 
pore. While his polite and reverential manner is appropriate to one, it's not the same for the 
other. Cahn says. "[...] to Max. Lenny is a filial figure, to be treated kindly, but also a sexual 
competitor, who must be dispatched if Max is to maintain status and power. In one moment 
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Max speaks from his identity as father; in the next he speaks from his instinct as sexual 
predator." (70) 
Lenny, "sensitive" to the "economic considerations," recommends -putting her on the game" 
(Pinter Plays 3 80) as a prostitute on Greek Street. "The\ imagine new "high-class" names for 
her like Dolores, Cynthia. or Gillian (Pinter Plays 3 82). And they even ask Teddy to be their 
"representative in the States." (Pinter Plays 3 82) who can provide enough American visitors 
for her that they might receive discounts from Pan-American. Cahn comments: 
"[...] Lenny's scheme suggests that sex is merely a biological process, 
divorced from emotion. Underlying this entire play is a vision of human 
beings as no more than beasts. creatures of instinct and sensual pleasure, for 
whom morality and societal standards are shackles to be discarded." (71) 
When Ruth enters. Teddy is the first one who proffers the tamily's scheme in a very cold 
manner. Ruth seizes the proposal and treats it as no more than a cold financial arrangement. 
But she has her own conditions: 
"I would want at least three rooms and a bathroom. (...) 1'd want a dressing-
room, a rest-room. and a bedroom. (...) A personal maid? (...) You would have 
to regard your original outlay simply as a capital investment.(...) You'd supply 
my wardrobe. of course? (...) I'd need an awful lot. Otherwise I wouldn't be 
content. (...) I would naturally want to draw up an inventory of everything 
would need, which would require your signatures in the presence of witnesses. 
(...) All aspects of the agreement and conditions of employment would have to 
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be clarified to our mutual satisfaction before we finalized the contract." (Pinter 
Plans 3 84-85) 
The businesslike manner in %%hich she settles the details of her contract and place of work 
with Tedd.'s family clearly demonstrates that anything which gives her satisfaction regarding 
her repressed desires ill he acceptable to her. In a very businesslike manner she decides to 
leave behind a life of frustration as mother and housewife and take up what seems to be a 
more re«arding job: that of a prostitute. This ill possibly give her a better financial standing 
and independence, as well as the opportunity to fulfill her erotic fantasies and have a more 
re\carding sexual life, not only with prospective customers but also with the family members. 
Between two jobs, she chooses the one which seems to her to be the more advantageous. If 
Lenny and the family regard sex as business, Ruth sees it as a source of strength. Not only is 
she capable of fulfilling male needs, Ruth also understands that these needs are biologically 
compelling. Hence, in her identity as a woman, with her sexual instincts under control. Ruth 
has power that the men cannot challenge. Therefore she dictates the terms. As Guido Almansi 
and Simon Henderson remark: 
By agreeing to satisfy the household's sexual needs (while driving a hard 
bargain and remaining a 'tease'). Ruth also gains a paradoxical independence, 
since by becoming a hore she is able to break free from the academic 
straitjacket of the philosopher's lowly life. (Almansi and Henderson 69) 
At the climax of the play. Ruth is given a place in the household as a paid whore. This 
shocking element has confounded audiences since the play's first runs in the 1960's. Many 
layers of meaning, none specific, show a family of archetypal Jewish working class Hackney 
slum dwellers ho allow a gentile woman into their house to take the place of the dead 
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matron and act as whore at the same time. Max, the patriarch in mental and physical decline 
has taken on the role of the female as well. His sons Lenny and Joey, prior to Ruth's entrance 
were in control of the household, and each character, including Sam. was lost in a violent 
atmosphere that is like a jungle but in danger of imploding at any moment. Teddy, the most 
detached yet psychologically the most violent son of them all, allows his wife to be given 
over, as part of an elaborate sex game between himself and her, as a prostitute for the family 
business. According to Gabbard. Tedd) "returns home from his new sterile life to confront 
the many facets of himself that he has tried to purge" (201) Ruth who before her entrance, has 
no identity self due to her role in the patriarchal structure, follows Teddy as he reconstructs 
his past selves. She is the protagonist who pushes the action forward, finding herself and her 
sexual life and energy through the ritual of adopting archetypes. 
Upon analyzing the pla\. one can easily create a back-story involving an elaborate 
sex-game between Teddy and Ruth. which had probably, began around the time of their 
excursions in Venice. As Teddy returns to his home, to assert his place in the family structure 
as the educated eldest son, thus ready to take Max's place at the head of the household, this 
game takes on new dimensions as Teddy's self-discovery pushes forward that of Ruth's. This 
is an elaborate ritual involving death and rebirth and the graduation from patriarchy to 
matriarchy. Once Tedd\ returns home he "encounters all his old discarded selves and their 
wellsprings" (Gabbard 201). These old "selves" are Lenny being the aggressive, manipulative 
social climber and Joey the violent brute. Ruth, as a counterpoint, becomes the archetypes of 
mother, whore, and goddess. 
Ruth, now at the peak of the ritual, assumes her place as the all-powerful ruler of the 
household. She begins to set up demands for her stay as the house prostitute. She is perfectly 
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willing to take care of the household duties and offer sexual relations to the men in the 
family. She has upset the family structure completely, taking all the power away from Max, 
and she is even offered a flat off the premises. Teddy barely flinches as all these business 
arrangements are made. "At the end of the play then, \%hat Max latently feared has taken 
place as a direct result of the introduction of Ruth into the home. The tough dictatorial figure 
of a father dreaming of Judaic morality has given way to a crippled old man lying on the floor 
pleading for a shiksu's kiss." (Baker and Tacbachnick 114) 
Sam collapses at the end of the play after shouting to Ruth "MacGregor had Jessie in 
the back of my cab as I drove them along" (Pinter Plays 3 86). Here, Sam, weakened to the 
point of being a non-entity, has this final act of revolt and collapses, seemingly from a heart 
attack, though upon Lenm's inspection, he is found still breathing. Again, this is another 
instance in the play where a character "plays at" an action in the process of "taking the piss." 
He cannot stop what he views as atrocity, so the only thing he can do is draw attention to it 
by sacrificing his bod>. He is the sexually neutered male, the virgin that is, as part of the 
fertility ritual, sacrificed to the _ods. "I his outer\ is his \\ay of protesting, but he is also 
telling, Teddy that neither one of them belongs as part of the family" (Cahn 71). Sam and 
Teddy were always the closest in the family because both believed they were above the moral 
debauchery of the others. According to Bert Cardullo, "it is Sam with whom Teddy is most 
identified throughout the play and v hose physical breakdown can therefore be viewed as 
signifying his nephew's moral breakdown, as opposed to moral selfpreservation." (Cardullo 
1) 
As the curtain falls. Ruth has replaced both Max and Jessie as the mother, whore, and 
goddess. Tedd\ has left. She responds to his leaving by saying "Eddie. Don't become a 
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stranger" (Pinter Plays 3 88). It is unclear as to whether even Ruth is staying, due to the 
almost nonchalant a' Tedd% e\its. One begins to realize that the entire role of Ruth as 
prostitute is all part of an elaborate, erotic role-play on the part of Ruth and Teddy to "spice 
up' their marriage. During the final scenes of the play. Teddy, in his cruel sarcastic way. 
"takes the piss" out of his entire family. Ruth, however, remains independent, cold, yet 
nurturing while she sits in the chair with Joey's head in her lap and Max kneeling beside her. 
trembling for a kiss. Lenny just stands, watching. "Ruth stays, but she retreats into silence 
and a faint smile, her new stoic attitude to a male world which, despite her efforts, will never 
be able to conceive her actual reality" (Sakellaridou 118). Here, Ruth becomes the queen of 
the household who offers bounties for the sustenance of a new generation. 
Flin Diamond suggests that "in this unstable stage tableau, no one can be called 
ictoriou;" (157). Yet as Ruth sits on her supposed throne, it can be understood that even 
though she \gill play the roles of ife, mother, whore and mistress that fulfill all the desires 
these men have, as well as those that other men will bring her, she is the ultimate figure of 
authority in this home. Almansi and Henderson also suggest that The Homecoming can be 
seen as a powerful plea for feminine and feminist independence (69). Steven Gale also 
supports this perspective: "She fulfills different needs for the various men in her family in 
order to fulfill her own needs" (155). 
For critics like Gabbard and Gale, Ruth is a victimizer of men who uses her sexuality 
to gain control. More often critics view her as an enigmatic combination of the "mother-
whore" character who inspires a mixture of sympathy and antipathy. The complexity of her 
character does not den y that, unlike the men who turn to words and their fictions for their 
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expressions of power. Ruth acts. In the end she begins a new story for this family as a woman 
who is not the victim of their fantasies, but one who asserts her own identity. 
Ruth is one of the most misunderstand and misinterpreted characters in Pinter's world. 
Most critics see Ruth's triumph as tainted and is she generally condemned as a shocking, 
licentious woman, even a nymphomaniac, who in the end decides to become a prostitute. 
Hugh Nelson feels that Ruth becomes a whore for the family in order to truly belong (Nelson 
156). Austin P Quigley even goes a step ahead to accuse her that Ruth was a prostitute even 
before she married Teddy: `Ruth is indeed coming home to her former self.." (Quigley 225). 
The text, however, establishes what Pinter himself affirms: She does not become a harlot" 
(Hewes 58). The most perceptive reading proves to be Pinter's own as he concludes: At the 
end of the play she is in possession of a certain kind of freedom. She can do what she wants, 
and it is not at all certain she will go off to Greek Street. But even if she did, she would not be 
a harlot in her own mind" (Hewes 57). 
Textual evidences indicate that Ruth will neither remain nor agree to their proposal. 
And her actions with the family may be seen as re-emergence of her sexual intensity and as a 
ploy for power. She deliberately evades connnitment by conducting negotiations. Ruth only 
conditionally concludes, "Well, it might prove a workable arrangement" (Pinter Plays 3 85), 
and when Lenm asks if she wants 'Yo shake on it now or later," she avoids finalizing the 
agreement "Oh, well leave it till later" (Pinter Plays 3 86). 
Ruths actions with Lenny and Joey. along with her approval of their plan, "Yes, it 
sounds a very attractive idea'' (Pinter Plays 3 86), suggest that she might consent to their 
proposal. But nothing she says or does commits her to agreement, and sufficiently convincing 
evidence raises doubt that she will remain with the family. Max, who at the outset claims that 
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he could "smell" whether a till% in a horse race was a "stayer" or not, in the end "smells" that 
Ruth will not stay: "Listen. I've got a funny idea she'll do the dirty on us, you want to bet? 
She'll make use of us, I can tell! I can smell it. You want to bet?" (Pinter Plays 3 89). Max's 
suspicion that she will leave. to ,ether ith Ruth's command of herself and the family at the 
end (she makes Lenny bring her a proper glass for eater and demands food from Joey) all 
produce the impact that Ruth is in charge of her life and may exercise the option to leave. 
Ruth's self control at the end, and her seeming silence prior to her take-over, have 
drawn nearly as much critical opposition as the shocked response to the possibility of her 
becoming a prostitute. Because Ruth expresses no recognitions. no faked or genuine moral 
outrage. %%hen the family springs their plan she is often deemed immoral. Pinter suspends her 
felt reaction, and instead Ruth acts. Like Diana in The Tea Par/v. Flora in A Slight Ache, 
Salk in Night School, Beth in Landscape, Ellen in Silence. Kate in Old Times. Emma in 
Betrw'ul. and all of Pinter's women whom men cannot dominate. Ruth, once she understands 
what is at stake. silently waits for the best moment to defend herself, then takes control. 
Although her command is often viewed as evidence that she is "using" the family, just 
the opposite occurs. The family's actions which culminate in the invitation are all aimed 
precisely at using her. Not one of the men understands Ruth or perhaps understands women at 
all, including the dead mother Jessie. whereas Ruth does understand them, and seeks to assert 
her superiority which leaves them defeated and baffled. Her command, as Pinter observes, is 
simply her defense against their attack: "She's misinterpreted deliberately and used by this 
family. But eventually she comes back at them with a whip: she says 'If you want to play this 
game I can pla-, it as well as you" (ILewes 143). 
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Ruth's most shocking behavior begins when she accepts Lenny's invitation to dance, 
his kiss, and then a roll on the couch with Joey that concludes in an upstairs bedroom two 
hours later where, however, they "didn't go the whole hog" (Pinter Plays 3 74). While of 
course only Ruth, not Lenny or Joey, is condemned, it is also here that Pinter's jovial 
endorsement of Ruth's behavior runs counter to almost all critical response: 
"As for rolling on the couch, (here arc thousands of women in this very 
country who at 	Ihis very moment are rolling off couches with their 
brothers, or cousins, or their next-door neighbors. The most respectable 
women do this. It's a splendid activity. It's a little curious, certainly, when your 
husband is looking on, but it doesn't mean you're a harlot." (Ilewes 57-58) 
Pinter's response. which rightly cautions against issuing Ruth the easy label "harlot," or 
"whore," on the basis of an isolated action, also explicitly discloses an attitude toward sex as 
one of the basic instincts of human being which is, however, circumscribed by a morality that 
cannot always justify restricting its expression. One of the significant dramatic ironies of the 
play is that this family, which contains and uncritically tolccales Lenny as a pimp, at the 
outset condemns Ruth, without evidence, as a "slut" and a "whore." It is one of the failures of 
the criticism surrounding this play not to recognize that irony and how it functions to reduce 
"wife" to a mere label and to annul the very term "marriage" in this relationship without any 
visible bonds. 
When Sam, the outraged representative of traditional morality, cries out against the 
family's proposal to keep Ruth. "She's his lawful wife" (Pinter Plays 3 77), the label 'wife" 
has become meaningless, and the marriage dramatically devalued by the family's attack on it. 
As Pinter points out, Ruth's actions with Lenny and Joey originate not in lust but in despair: 
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In The Hon ecoming. the woman is not a nymphomaniac. as some critics 
claimed. In fact she's not very sexy. She's in a kind of despair which gives her 
a kind of freedom. Certain facts. like marriage and family. for this woman 
have clearl\ ceased to have meanin. IT\nan 8) 
Much has been written about Pinter's aesthetics and contribution to Western drama. In his 
early career he was considered misogynistic, and always remained ambiguous about any 
political views being present in his plays. Biographer Michael Billington, when describing 
The Homecoming as part of a pivotal change in his works, writes: He had defined his own 
particular world: one to do with power, territory, dominance and subservience, resistance to 
authority, the politics of private relationships, the magic and mystery of women" (180). This 
..magic and mystery" inherent in his work, from analysis shows a deep respect for women as 
they navigate through the harsh jungle of masculine brutality, forcing to change shape and 
identity and to survive on instinct and intellect. 
Looking for a moral stance in Pinter's work is difficult because he consistently moves 
his characters through a non-realistic sea of ambiguities. Characters are constantly saying one 
thing. but mean something else completely different in subtext .A Character such as Ruth 
moves through the play making seemingly irrational decisions until the game is revealed. 
"Pinter is not a naturalistic dramatist. This is the paradox of his artistic personality. The 
dialogue and the characters are real. but the overall effect is one of mystery. of uncertainty, of 
poetic ambiguity" (Esslin, The Peopled Wound 30). Within this non-realistic framework, 
oftentimes characters are not fully psychologically motivated, such as Ruth's behavior upon 
her first entry into the house, but the audience is slowly given clues regarding the nature of 
her relationship with her interior self and others. The moral framework is an interesting one, 
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where power is gained through ritual and intelligence. I larold Bloom. Professor of literature 
at Yale University, writes: 
"Implicit in the world of Pinter's dramas, however remote, however 
hopelessly inaccessible, are the normative values of the Jewish tradition: 
rational, human, trusting in justice and the Covenant, naturalistic without 
being idolatrous, and at the last hopeful. above all hopeful." (2) 
Ruth doesn't view love as a possession of the other, she views it as something more free, 
more dangerous and exciting. In reference to the The Homecoming, Penelope Prentice writes 
of Ruth: 
"No one in the play can equal or match her strength, wit, or wisdom. She 
returns attack with understanding and tempers assertions of power with 
compassion and some affection. Drawing attention to Ruth's virtue does not 
negate her already well mapped darker side but points to strengths which have 
been ignored and to the final ambiguity which has been overlooked. If Ruth 
fails to achieve dominance and complies with the family's proposal, as is 
commonly assumed. then she cannot be admired, and the power and 
complexity of the play is greatl\ diminished." (148) 
Here, it could be speculated that Pinter's plays are the illustration of a breakdown in the 
Jewish family traditional structure where women are allowed greater autonomy. Ruth finds 
autonomy and power by testing the sexual bounds of their relationship. 
In the I960s more opportunities for women were emerging and traditional roles were 
being questioned. Feminism, civil rights, anti-war protests were at the forefront in the 
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Western world. Also. due to changing economic conditions, women like Ruth would have to 
bring home monetary income for the household. The 1960s were also the time of the sexual 
revolution and the cavalier attitude displayed by Ruth to sex, and the lack of shame that 
accompanies their fantasies and their actions are indicative of changing attitudes that tended 
toward more liberality in those regards. Sakellaridou observes: 
"There is an overt dramatic clash between the male and the female principles 
in The llom,,,-Qnring as a result of Ruth's drastic moves for the recognition of 
her feminine existence. Pinter makes her into a creative and progressive 
element in the play. She is the image of the modern woman, which was 
tentatively and sketchily conceived in Virginia. Flora. Sally. Stella and Sarah 
in his earlier works. Ruth belongs to those %omen  progressive world". (115) 
In line with the contemporary social landscape of the '60s, and Harold Pinter's own personal 
issues of the time, the pursuit of the new woman image and the conflicts of gender within the 
home and family shines through most of his plays. The resulting statement is that women 
possess individual strength and the ability to achieve equilibrium in their diversity, whilst 
facing adver it%. Above and beyond social or sexual politics, Harold Pinter was an artist and 
his plays are works of art, brought on by a need to create, not mediate meaning. That part is 
left to the reader. At the same time it can be safely assumed that as an artist he was influenced 
by his contemporary discourse on issues that ended up in his plays and during the 60s, Pinter 
contemplated the power struggle of gender in domesticity through his benevolent approach to 
the women. 
Ruth is the modern woman who defies social taboos and all societal construction of 
gender. She can use men as she wants, and she slowly finds her sense of identity and power 
157 
within the family and social structure. "The results of Ruth's feminist campaign are rather 
equivocal at the end of The Homecoming. Her own gain has been unarguable because she 
obviously escapes victimization" (Sakellaridou 115). To make a firm commitment to an 
overtly feminist message in the play would limit its power to audience, but instead Ruth's rise 
to po\%er orks in ambiguities that provide a disturbing upset to the viewer. Ruth's character 
carries a brutality within her that is primal and stronger than the males around her. She defies 
description and LilleLorization and in this is \\here her power lies. She beats those men by 
remaining within the phallic order of the household. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
STRUGGLE BETWEEN INDIVIDUAL AND THE STATE 
Pinter in his early plays has never been explicitly political or a self proclaimed 
propagandist. But his early plays bear the seed of his political inclinations where he silently 
denounces the political state machinery that always chokes the lives of common people. His 
early plays like The Birthday Puriv. The Dumb Waiter and The Hothouse bear the stamp of 
his silent protest against the state machinery used for the suppression of the individual's 
existence and freedom. Pinter. in fact, much before starting his career as a playwright, 
registered his protest against the state agenda by refusing to enlist in the compulsory military 
training. His action cost him monetary tine in the court but lie refused to join the training 
during his trial in the court. But he is not a political playwright like his contemporaries in the 
1950s and 1960s. His plays from the very beginning only indicate his resent against the state 
machinery. 
The horror of the Second World War and the shrewdness of the political and state 
leaders in making a scapegoat of the common people in the trenches of the battle field make 
Pinter realize the futility of any political association as well as its oppressive nature. From the 
very beginning of the twentieth century. the existence and freedom of the individual has 
become a focus of philosophical discussion. Pinter keeps himself aloof from such discussion 
but his resentment for this loss of the individual's freedom in the hand of repressive state 
machinery lingers in his mind. I'he era of' 1950s and 1960s in Europe is politically unstable, 
restless and full of turmoil that affects the life of common people as this political upheaval in 
Europe demanded the growing involvement of mass. On the other hand people became more 
concerned about their own rights and freedom for which they raised their voice in different 
countries simuhaneously. This resulted in a direct conflict between individual and state. In 
any country, when the state apparatus includes more and more innovative techniques to 
govern and oppress the individual's life, common people become more and more aware of 
their own freedom and right. 
Pinter in his early plays remains silent but Implicitly shows the impact of this direct 
conflict in an individual's life when he fails to meet the growing demands of the state. He 
shows how an Ordinary man's existence may be endangered in a situation where lie fails to 
conform to the state code which means giving up one's on freedom in the hands of the state 
apparatus. Pinter never declares this in his early plays directly but garbs it in a social realism 
starkly different from that of Osborne or Welker who openly deal wilh these political issues 
in their writings and denounce the state's complicity in destroying the individual's existence 
and freedom. 
The change came in 1980s after a brief period of break in his writing. When Pinter 
returns to writing plays. he touches those themes which he has left in a sprouting condition in 
his earlier plays. This can be termed as Pinter's second phase which marks a new beginning. 
During this time Pinter openly comes up with the political issues dealing with the suppression 
and oppression of common people, artists, intellectuals and above all the individual's 
existence in a society. his plays become a mouthpiece against the colonial attitude of the 
state machinery that demands a complete surrender of self from the individual. Pinter not 
only openly denounces the state machinery but also shows the functioning of the state 
apparatus used for the oppression of individual who fails to conform to it. The politics in 
Pinter's plays is not about revealing the truth about the functioning of the State machinery but 
its impact on an individual's social life and also how it affects his psyche. 
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In his Noble Prize acceptance speech Pinter aggressively voiced his views against the 
political issues. Which underlined that he has a strong political point of view and is more than 
%N illing to express it whenever possible. This speech, one of the many political protests made 
by this playwright, focuses on the exploitation of those victimized countries that are unable to 
fight back against the Supreme power. the United States government. His speech, forty-six 
minutes long, opens with an address regarding his plays and discusses his particular 
motivation for writing several of his works. The greater part of his speech is directed at the 
United States government and its dictating measures that demand compliance from in an 
extremely manipulative method. His anger against the U. S. Government and the British 
Government has been expressed in many speeches and articles where he focuses on their 
foreign policies highlighting and criticizing the colonial nature. He is angry because against 
odds he is fighting for the victim, for the minority. and for the abused. 
The recurring theme of dominance and subservience in Pinter's Plays reflects, and 
justifiably so his own Jewish background and his own experiences as a Jew. Pinter's 
fascination with the role of the victim and the aggressor recurs in his plays like a haunting 
experience that he went through during the Second World War, and more than any other 
dramatist he portrays this in his writings in a compelling and vivid way but without any 
didactic motive. Steven H. Gale discusses Pinter's themes, suggesting that they are all 
ultimately intertwined. He refers to Bernard Dukore's analysis of Pinter's work, who 
describes Pinter's writing as "a picture of contemporary man beaten down by the social forces 
around him, based on man's failure to communicate with other men" (Gale, Butter's Going 
L p 17). The idea suggested by Dukore that Pinter's plays reflect a type of social oppression, 
can be traced back to Pinter's experience in his youth. 
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In Miriam Gross's interview, 'Pinter on Pinter," the playwright talks of his suspicion 
of political structures and governments and the way that the government manipulates people 
for its own gain. His political point of view comes from his strong feeling about the war. He 
states, "I felt very strongly about the war. And still do, if you see what I mean. After all, l 
wasn't a child by the time it ended; though I was when it began" (Pinter 71). Pinter's 
reflections on war reveal that perhaps he has buried his childhood memories. only because 
they were too painful to live with. This repression is important when analyzing Pincer's work, 
especially since he was victim of anti-Semitism. Pinter recalls, "I was evacuated at the age of 
nine and that left a deep mark on me, as I think it did on all children who were evacuated. To 
be suddenly scooped out of one's hone and to find oneself hundreds of miles away—as I did, 
in Cornwall—was very strange" (Esslin, "Theatre of Cruelty' 38). Pinter's childhood, the 
most formative years of a person's life, has a strong influence on his playwriting. 
It was during those years that Pinter received an education that tainted the innocence 
of his childhood. Pinter explores his awareness of his own mortality in his plays: 
When Pinter began his playwriting career in 1957. however, one idea was 
foremost in his mind as a major theme: fear. As a young Jew living through 
the early days of World War II, he had gone to bed afraid that he might be 
awakened in the night by a knock at the door and that he and his parents would 
he taken forcibly from their home by unknown assailants, a picture vividly 
impressed on his mind by tales of Hitler's Germany. (Gale, Butler's Going !Jp 
17) 
With that fear continually haunting him, Pinter explores various situation that could take 
place if the authorities did arrive at the door and .seize their victims, and each situation takes 
the form one of Pinter's published plays. 
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Michael Billington. in his biography on Harold Pinter, elaborated on the personal 
circumstances in Pinter's life that compelled him to become more vocal about his political 
opinions. This included his man\ connections to politically active friends and colleagues, as 
well as his breakup with actress Vivien Merchant (who had said at the announcement of 
Kennedy's assassination, "It serves him right for thinking so much of himself') and his new 
relationship and subsequent marriage to the far snore politiolll\' illniied Antonia Fraser (287-
88). One circumstance that Pinter acknowledged which hushed hint into political activism 
came from the "disappearance" of an Argentinean theatre colleague and friend who went 
missing along with thousands of other "disappeareds" during the 1970s when the 
democratically elected Socialist government in Chile was overthrown in a military coup by 
Gen. Augusto Pinochet. Such circumstances led Pinter to later reflect that "I suppose my 
political conscience—which had always been around—was refined and distilled by 
experience" (287). As to why he did not engage himself in the political arena much earlier in 
his career. Pinter speculated in a 1986 interview, 
I Wouldn't sa\ that m\ political awareness during those years was dead. Far 
from it. But I came to view politicians and political structures and political 
acts with something I can best describe as detached contempt. To engage in 
politics seemed to me futile. (Pinter, "A Play and its Politics" 12) 
Such statements imply that although he was always sensitive to the affairs and issues of state 
that would later compel him to become more vocal in his political outrage, Pinter's acrimony 
towards the world of politics was further defined by what he saw as an intrinsically alienating 
system that produced very little of substance. 
Pinter's reluctance to engage in political activism early in his career stemmed from 
his discontent over the futility of dialogue with and among politicians. His disillusionment 
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was particularly reinforced by the often controversial foreign policies of the world's 
superpowers, especially those of US and Great Britain. Each of these superpowers was 
capable of avoiding responsibility for the adverse effects resulting because of the foreign 
policies which placed strategic advantage over the social welfare. even if the end result of the 
foreign policies fomented dictatorship and/or internal strife. This troubled Pinter the most. 
Antonia Fraser explained to Billington regarding Pinter's political stance: 
[.. .] it's more a rage against social injustice; against any injustice or 
unfairness. Why does he not protest about China, for example. when he does 
against the United States? I think it's because he sees that China is rightly 
perceived as a cruel tyranny whereas we turn a blind eye to Cs foreign policy; 
and I think its the unfairness of that which angers Harold. (qtd. in Billington 
288) 
This clearly shows that Pinter's political resentment is defined by the unequal treatment 
meted out to the governments of superpowers like the U.S. which is capable of avoiding the 
responsibility and international vigilance for misuse of human rights. This ineffectualness of 
international scrutiny adds to his frustrations of whether anything of real Importance could be 
done to prevent such systematic injustices inherent in the foreign policies of the superpowers 
like the U. S. and the Great Britain. He vehemently decries the policies of those countries 
which have a record of human rights violations and suppression of freedom of speech 
suppression as in the case of'I'urkey—a country which caught the attention of Pinter and 
consumed much of Pinter's social activism. 
I he growing acceptance of Turkey within the international community, made all the 
more legitimate with its inclusion into NATO in 1952, would define much of Pinter's more 
active engagement with issues of social injustice. As Fraser further explained to Billington, 
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"(...] his feelings about Turkey stem from the fact that we try to pretend its a nice holiday 
spot and a member of NATO and so overlook its internal oppressiveness" (qtd. in Billington 
288). Turkey would prove to be an apt example of all that Pinter especially loathed about the 
foreign affairs of the United States and Great Britain because here was a country whose 
acceptance into NATO was purely for strategic reasons with a complete disregard for its 
long-standing record of human rights violations. As Pinter explained, "They're on the frontier 
of Russia and it's very important to America that Turkey is one of'us"' (Pinter, "A Play and 
its Politics' 13). In his estimation, by supporting such nations, the U.S., in effect, became 
complicit in the injustices performed by the Turkish government against its own people. 
Further, the insidiousness of such corrosive policies operates within the auspices of an 
ignorant public. As a case in point. Pinter offered this anecdote about a discussion he 
attempted to have regarding this terse relationship with Turkey: 
I found myself at a party, where I carne across two Turkish girls [...j and I 
asked them what they thought about this trial which had recently taken place, 
the sentences... and they said, 'Oh. %%ell it was probably deserved.' 'What do 
you mean by that it was probably deserved? They said, 'well, they were 
probably communists. We have to protect ourselves against communism.' 
said, "When 1ou say 'probably'. what kind of facts do you have?" They of 
course had no facts at all at their fingertips. They were ignorant, in fact. 
(Pinter. "A Play and its Politics" 13) 
While the myopic obliviousness that he witnessed from these two individuals certainly drew 
his ire. particularly since the issues he raised concerned their own native country, it would be 
their apathy that would ultimately be the cause of his greatest derision, which in turn would 
lead to his next play: 
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I then asked them whether they knew what Turkish military prisons were like 
and about torture in Turkey, and they shrugged and said, 'Well, communists 
are communists, you know.' 'But what do you have to say about torture?' I 
asked. They looked at me and one of them said, 'Oh you're a man of such 
imagination. I said, do you mean it's worse for me than for the victims?' 'Yes. 
possibly'. Whereupon instead of strangling them. I came back immediately, sat 
down and. it's true. out of rage started to write One for the Road. (Pinter, "A 
Play and its Politics" 13-14) 
Thus, while the support oc dictatorial regimes by the international community would upset 
him the most, it was the blind apathy of an unquestioning public that compelled him to merge 
his politics with his aesthetics. As he would argue, "I feel very strongly that people should 
know what's going on in this world, on all levels" (Pinter, "A Play and its Politics" 14). If the 
public had no knowledge of global affairs, then it was easy to turn a blind eye towards the 
policies of the world's Anglo-European superpowers. Indeed, this theme \%ould emerge 
within his drama of the 1980s and 90s. as well as come to represent his most direct appeal for 
social change. Regarding how his conversation with the two Turkish women at the party 
inspired the writing of One for the Road, he would clarify: "It was a very immediate thing. 
yes. But, it wasn't only that that caused me to write the play. The subject was on my mind" 
(Pinter. "A Play and its Politics" 14). Though he was referring more specifically to the human 
rights crisis in Turkey, it \\ould be thir to say that the same sentiment applied to what 
concerned him more broadly—social injustice on all levels. 
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ONE FOR THE ROAD 
O11L 1(),• the Road was written in 1984 and was first produced in London's Hammersmith in 
the same year. This pla\ marks the beginning of Pinter's political dramas. Until this point. 
Pinter masks his themes within the domestic life of a middle or lower class London setting. 
By doing so. Pinter isolates the issue of discrimination to the class struggle. In his plays, the 
hierarchy of power is set up according to the class system. The men are most often in control 
and they use that control to dominate the other characters in the plays. This class struggle is 
not foreign to the Jewish identity. instead, it reinforces it. But One for the Road is the first 
overtly political plays that Pinter has written. This play not only marks a shift in Pinter's 
writing style, but also a shift in Pinter's personal agenda: "Pinter remains to his credit, a 
permanent public nuisance, a questioner of accepted truths, both in lit e and art. In fact, the 
two persistently interact" (Billington 134). With this shift, Pinter no longer disguises his 
political intentions %\ithin his plays. but instead creates openly hostile environments as a 
commentary on the world around him. Martin Esslin in his book Pinter: .4 Study of'his Plays 
notes that this play was "generall\ considered to mark a new departure in Pinter's oeuvre-an 
openly political play. almost a political pamphlet. And yet, these four short scenes between 
an interrogator and his victims are clearly a direct continuation of Pinter's preoccupation with 
'man manipulating man" (207). 
Charles Grimes comments on the theme of the play: 
In One or the Road Pinter depicts a confrontation between power and 
powerlessness, between voice and voicelessness. It culminates in a silence that 
announces the brute fact of power as domination. The play examines the 
relationship between individual psychology and power, exploring the notion of 
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whether there is a type of personality attracted to positions of power and 
dominance. One for the Road also investigates the psychology of a torturer or 
leader who kills or sacrifices others for his ideals, country, group, or faith, 
posing the recurrent, but perhaps unanswerable, question of how such a person 
may reconcile murderous deeds with a positive self-image. (81) 
One for the Road is set in an unidentified torture chamber of an unidentified state. 
This unidentified location of the play adds to the universal nature of the torture meted out to 
the individuals in any state or totalitarian regime that demands the complete surrender of the 
individual. In very brief four scenes full of incarceration, torture, rape and murder of family 
members for no specific reason, presumably held for being enemies of the state, Pinter 
explicitly emphasizes the universal nature of torture and the ideology of the totalitarian states 
of the twentieth century. 
The setting is the blank, vacuous space of an interrogation room that further 
underscores the ambiguity of the cause of their imprisonment, as well as the contrast of the 
actual physical display of torture that is kept off stage. Thus, the audience is left to fill in the 
action of the implied torture via the mother and Fathers disheveled bruises, crushed body 
movement, broken speech, and the torturer's dialogue. Consequently, the audience is left to 
assume the reasons for their status as enemies of the State. Whatever the family has done 
must have been some form of guilty act in the eyes of their country's regime. As in most 
plays by Pinter, the specifics of plot detail and characters are not essential to the context of 
the dramatic narrative. Rather, characters who are simply victims and torturers instead of say, 
communist rebels and Latin American Sandanistas, convey a more universal context to the 
predicament. Nicolas the torturer becomes a stand-in for all torturers. Gila and Victor become 
stand-ins for all political prisoners. 
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The main character is Nicolas. the interrogator, and we observe him having 
professional chats with three of his victims: a horribly tortured dissident. Victor; the 
dissident's wife Gila who has been subjected to all kinds of cruelty. including gang rape; and 
their eight-year-old son Nicky whom Nicolas finally puts to death, a fact he declares to the 
father in the last lines of the play. There are other people around the institution, but the names 
of the soldiers are not revealed. 
As the dominant figure of the play. Nicolas's performance as the interrogator is 
unique in that he also functions as the torturer. His method of persecution is not that of 
physical torture that we see off stage, but rather through the language and vocabulary of 
torture. The only instance in which torture is implied physically is through the theatrical 
gestures of his fingers. As he waves his fingers in Victor's terrified face, he asks: 
What do you think this is? It's my finger. And this is my little finger. This is 
my big finger and this is my little finger. I wave my big finger in front of your 
eyes. Like this. And now I do the same with my little finger. I can also use 
both... at the same time. Like this. I can do absolutely anything I like. Do you 
think I'm mad? My mother did. 
He laughs. 
Do you think waving fingers in front of people's eyes is silly? I can see your 
point ... But \%ould you take the same view if it was lily boot—or my penis'? 
(Pinter, Plays 4 223-224) 
Pinter addresses the idea that absolute power corrupts absolutely. Nicolas enjoys the fact that 
lie can do anything that he pleases; he takes pleasure in exerting his power over others. His 
question regarding his madness acts as a sort of selt=reflection of his own enjoyment in this 
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masochistic behavior, yet like Pinter's other abusive characters. he too is unable to change. 
By making the connection between his finger and his boot, he demonstrates to Victor and 
perhaps to himself the ideological power that is manifest by his seemingly innocuous gesture. 
The authority of his boot is further contextualized with the vulgar association of his waving 
his penis before Victor's eyes. The fact that he emphasizes to Victor that he "can" do this 
underscores Victor's helplessness and inability to perform such acts of power. Nicolas, on the 
other hand. possesses the authority and power to move around his prisoner and effortlessly 
perform any theatrical movement, no matter how nonsensical, he wishes. It is a power that 
resides in both the physical authority of his power and the ideological authority of his 
rhetoric. He uses this same gesture when he addresses Victor's wife, Gila, "This is my big 
finger. And this is m) little finger. Look. I wave them in front of your eyes. Like this. How 
many times have you been raped?" (Pinter. Plays 4 243). Here, he once again aligns the 
image of his finger to a sort of malevolent phallus as if to say. look at 'what I have and what I 
can do with it' and 'look at what you don't have and look at what you can't do.' And as 
demonstrated by Nicolas' dialogue, this expression in turn asserts 'look at what I can do to 
you.' The absurd action is not arbitrary, but rather a gesture that connotes the performative 
power that he wields over the prison and the prisoners. The eroticisation of the performed 
gesture compounds the actual torture, rape, and the destruction of the family. We do not need 
to see the torturing of the family to understand the power inherent in Nicolas's role. Power 
and authority are implied through the dialogue. 
Despite the performance of torture that occurs offstage and is left to the imagination 
of the audience, it is the language of Nicolas and his theatrical performance that brings up the 
cruel reality of the torture and what the family suffers. It is this language and gesture through 
which the audience are voyeuristically privy to the cruelty. The weapons of torture are 
manifest in words and questions. The family functions, in many ways, in the role of the 
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audience in that they too must suffer the implication of torture in their minds. Much like the 
implied horrors that are left offstage that fuel the audience's imagination, so too does Nicolas 
leave much of the violence markedly offstage within his dialogue. The one specific action 
that Nicolas does elucidate is. signiticantly. the continuous raping of Victor's wife, Gila. 
Nicolas first brings her up by calling Victor's attention to her vulnerability and danger, 
"You're probably wondering where your ttiife is. She's in another room. Good-looking 
woman" (Pinter, Plays 4 224). And then later he says, "She is beginning to fall in love with 
me ... The trouble is, I have rivals. Because everyone here has fallen in love with your wife" 
(Pinter, Plays 4 231). Nicolas further invokes Gila's sexual helplessness by asking Victor, 
"Does she.. .fuck? Or does she...? Or does she...like...you know.. .what? What does she like? 
I'm talking about your wife. Your wife. You know the old joke? Does she fuck? Does she 
fuck!" (Pinter. Plays 4 230). Implication becomes actualization when Nicolas directly 
addresses Gila: 
Nicolas: Do you think we have nuns upstairs? (pause) What do we have 
upstairs? 
Gila: No nuns. 
Nicolas: What do we have? 
Gila: Men. 
Nicolas: Have they been raping you? (she stares at him) How many times? 
How many times have you been raped? (pause) How many times? (Pinter, 
Plays 4 243). 
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His repeated questioning of ho often Gila was raped forces her to revisit the trauma that she 
has experienced -she is in effect 're-raped.' The inquiry is in no way out of a sense of 
sympathy and concern, but rather out of a desire to force her, and her husband via 
implication, to relive and re-imagine the actual details of the sexual violation. The fact that 
Nicolas asks Gila three times about the number of times she was raped rather than asking 
whether she was raped at all. underlies his desire to have her continually revisit the violent 
brutality. In a sense, the dialozue resembles a sort of child-like game. He knows the answer 
already to the questions that he asks. He knows who is upstairs. and he knows they are not 
nuns. Nicolas is almost teasing her much like a parent might do to a child. Seen in another 
way. Nicolas is voyeuristicall\ participating in what happened by essentially casting himself 
in the role of an objective spectator. oblivious to the actual reality of the prison. By making 
her answer the obvious. Nicolas, already empowered by his position, further extends his 
reach by exploiting her memory. Once she has acknowledged who is upstairs and what they 
did to her. the torture continues to remain real and terrifying. Pinter's choice to have Nicolas 
focus entireIN on Gila's specific , iolation is especiall\ significant because it emphasizes that 
what is happening to this family is essentially the theatricalized violation of their own 
collective identity as a family. 
As an agent of a totalitarian regime. Nicolas is in the supreme position of the 
institution that demands the complete surrender of the individual. Nicolas declares, "You 
probabl} think I'm part of a predictable, formal, long established pattern; ... I run this place" 
(Pinter. Plu.vs 4 223-225). In this place he wields power as he wishes in front of the prisoners 
who must obey %%hat he commands. In fact before wielding his power he describes in what 
manner a conversation goes on bet\%een him and a prisoner. He continues to explain, "I chat 
away. friendly, insouciant. I open the batting. as it were. in a light hearted, even carefree 
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manner, while another waits in the wings. silent. introspective, coiled like a puma" (Pinter. 
Plats 4 224-225). 
This formulates one thing about the nature of conversation in the prison of totalitarian 
regime where a prisoner has no right to speak except to follow the order of the officers. This 
is what Victor does in the play. Just a lew moments later this perfectly exemplifies when 
Nicolas orders him to stand to make him realize what he says and to show him his helpless 
condition in the camp: 
Nicolas: Stand up. 
Victor stands. 
Sit down. 
Victor sits. (Pinter, Plays 4 225) 
In addition to being metaphysically inclined, Nicolas believes that he has a divine connection. 
He says. "God speaks through me. I'm referring to the Old Testament God, by the way, 
although I'm a long way from being Jewish" (Pinter, Plays 4 225). And a few moments later 
when he asks Victor that whether lie respects him or not, Nicolas says that if Victor does not 
respect him then he is not a religious man. Because Nicolas says, "Everyone else knows the 
voice of God speaks through me" (Pinter, Pluis 4 227). 
Nicolas's frequent addresses to God might imply it non-Communist country 
formation, yet the mention of the Almighty might also only be ironical mockery. Simon Gray 
maintains that: 
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"we can't simply revel in this moral monster, if were also forced to look at 
the man lies had tortured, the woman he`s had violated, their child whose 
tnurder he announces in the last line of the play [...] [P]erhaps Harold's 
channelling of Nicolas`s malevolent etuberance into merely lethal efficiency 
was the only possible solution." (71) 
By imposing arbitrary demands Nicolas demonstrates his power over him, verbally flaunting 
his capacity to inflict pain. Issuing commands does not merely satisfy his apparent sadism; it 
creates an intense secular experience of connection: "I feel a link, you see, a bond. I share a 
commonwealth of interest. I am not alone! I am not alone!" (Pinter, Plays 4 232). At this 
Victor asks Nicolas to kill him, a request which leads the latter to discourse upon the ugliness 
of despair. Nicolas concludes the scene by claiming lie can see Victor's soul which "shines 
out of (his) eyes" (Pinter, Plays 4 233). 
Victor is confronted with brutality in its worst form. The reason is that he seems to be 
an intellectual and he is always critical of the states values, which a dictatorial regime would 
regard as a threat to the states integrity. Having been confronted with this brutality, his 
despair is natural when he is threatened with the death of his family—a threat that Nicolas 
executes in its cruelest form to break down the resistance of Victor. As Nicolas states, "I've 
heard so much about you. I'm terribly pleased to meet you [_.] I'm intrigued. Firstly 
because I've heard so much about you. Secondly because if you don't respect me you're 
unique" (Pinter. Plays 4 227). 
It is obvious that Nicolas, who has heard a lot about Victor whose so called anti-state 
acts are crime in the eyes of the State, will opt for the harshest measure to eliminate this 
threat to the state. The most bewildering feature of the play, however, is the fact that the 
interrogator does not try to obtain either information or a confession from his victim. While 
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he upsets Victor with clues about the fate of his wife and son, he does not use such threats to 
blackmail him into any of the significant objectives. What is shown is unalleviated sadism, 
mental and physical torture and finally the murder of an innocent child. Although there is no 
concrete clue to accuse Victor of being guilt\, lie is being interrogated as if the interrogators 
had some overt clues which are enough to punish. He concentrates on silencing the 
individuality of Victor by enactment of epistemological violence. For this purpose Nicolas 
uses and manipulates violent language for silencing the intellectual voice and to destroy the 
identity of Victor. 
Nicolas is slow paced and deliberate in his interrogations and his questions serve to 
destroy the identity of Victor. Nicolas asks question which are illogical and absurd: 
Do you think I'm mad? (223) [...] You do respect me. I take it? (226) [...J Are 
you saying 'ou don't respect me? (226) [...I Would you like to know me 
better? (226) [...] Do you drink whiskey? (228) [...] Is your son alright? (228) 
[...] Are \\e friends? (229) [...] Are you always so dull? (229) [...J are you 
beginning to love me? (231) [...J Who \'ould you prefer to be, you or me? 
(Pinter. PIm's 4 232) 
On the surface. these questions may seem rather straightforward as rhetorical ramblings 
meant to taunt Victor and keep him oft= balance. but they are particularly notable in that his 
casual style and calm rhetoric belie the actual violent circumstances of their imprisonment. 
Again. Nicolas knows the answers to most of these questions: therefore, Victor's responses to 
these questions do not matter because he does not have the authority to answer or engage in 
the dialogue. What is key here to Nicolas's interaction with Victor is that he continually 
establishes himself as the one in control of the dialogue. Rather than F_etting right to the 
matter of why they have been imprisoned. Nicolas prefers to essentially dangle the freedom 
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of his rhetoric in their faces—to drag out their torture. The verbal onslaught is torturous if 
only for the fact that they do link to further the release of the family and consequently 
prolong their incarceration. The questions and random nonsensical statements are an exercise 
of Nicolas's power to navigate meaning and context. 
What is also significant about these moments, as well as the general oeuvre of 
Yinteresque dialogue. is how the object (the incarcerated) responds to the subject's (the 
interrogator) questions. Much like Stanley in The Birthday Parry, the only thing the victim-
object can do is sit there in passive silence, with the occasional grunt of pain. The repetition 
and delivery of the questions, along with the practically inconsequential subject matter of the 
questions, become a performance from which they can never really escape. 'Therefore, the 
painful consequence of this verbal torture that the readers are allowed to witness (and 
vicariously participate in) is silence. In One Jnr the Ruad. this linguistic consequence 
continues until the end of the play when Victor can barely offer anything other than the 
fragmented words, "yes" (245) and "my son' (Pinter, Plays 4 247). The drink that Nicolas 
offers Victor only causes him to cough and choke, suggesting that perhaps offstage he was 
tortured orally. Therefore, the physical torture that resulted in his inability to use his own 
voice has divested him of the larger ability to even dictate any subjective authoritative 
response to the point of silence—a silence that will be encountered again in Mountain 
Language. 
This verbal torture doesn't stop here. To further add to the agony of Victor and to 
victimize his individuality Nicolas brings his wife and his private life into the interrogation 
which undoubtedly enhances the pain of Victor. Victor at this stage is unable to extend any 
sort of resistance as he has nothing to say but to remain silent in front of torturous questions. 
Nicolas brings their sexual relationship into: 
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Does she ...fuck? Or does she ... ? Or does she ... like... you know .. . 
what? What does she like? I'm talking about your wife. Your wife. 
Pause. 
You know the old joke? Does she fuck? 
Heavily, in another voice: 
Does she fuck! 
He laughs. 
It's ambiguous. of course. It could mean she fucks like a rabbit or she fucks 
not at all. 
Pause. 
Well, we're all God's creatures. Even your wife. (Pinter, Plays 4 230) 
After directing some nettling questions about their private lives Nicolas looks down on 
Victor's \+ite. No matter how resistant he is to accept them as people like him. he, 
umwwillingl\. confirms her being God's creature. By the way. Pinter uses pauses instead of a 
reply and does this often. As the conversation, goes on it is observed that —the captive 
Victor—whose house has been ransacked, his books rifled, his rugs pissed on by some of the 
boys of Nicolas—is shown to be unaware of the things going on. He says that pissing is just a 
kind of responsibility. Victor does not even know what has happened to his seven or so year-
old son. Nick. 
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And when Nicolas starts talking about Gila. he goes beyond the boundaries. He says 
to Victor. "Your wife and I had a very nice chat but I couldn't help noticing she didn't look 
her best. She's probably menstruating' (Pinter, Pla►s 4 231). The most shocking sentence for 
Victor comes later in their conversation. Nicolas wants to know if he loves him or not but 
without waiting for the answer he says: "I think your wife is. Beginning. She is beginning to 
fall in love with nee" (Pinter, Plugs 4 231). He adds that he has rivals because his men are 
also in love with Gila: "We are all patriots, we are as one, we all share a common heritage. 
Except you, apparently" (Pinter. Plays 4 232). 
From this moment the extremity of his anguish and hopelessness can be observed 
from his spontaneous statement: "Kill me" (Pinter. Plut•s 4 232). To which Nicolas offers a 
suggestion to overcome this despair: "Chop the balls off and despair goes out the window" 
(Pinter. Plugs 4 233). 
During his interrogation. Victor remains submissive, frightened and helpless, unable 
to put any sort of resistance in front of Nicolas. Starkly different to this is the interrogation of 
Gila. Victor's wife, whose defiance is notable before the stern behavior of Nicolas. Gila 
enters the room with bruises and torn clothes. The implication is that she has been raped by 
the men working in the building. Fearless in this circumstance, her answers to Nicolas's 
probing questions are short but with an air of authority. That is, until she briefly mentions her 
fattier, to which Nicolas angrily calls her a "fuckpig" (Pinter. P1a s 4 240) and elaborates on 
his understanding of \+ho her father was to the country and to him: 
Your father was a wonderful man. His country is proud of him. lie's dead. He 
was a man of honour. He's dead. Are you prepared to insult the memory of 
your fattier" 
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Pause. 
Are you prepared to defame, to debase, the memory of your father? Your 
father fought for his country. I knew him. I revered him. Everyone did. He 
believed in God. He didn't think, like you shitbags. He lived_ He lived. He was 
iron and gold. He would die, he would die, he would die, for his country, for 
his God. And he did die, he died, he died, for his God. (Pinter, Plays 4 240) 
Nicolas attempts to control the identification of the family imprisoned. Though the audience 
never comes to know about the tam ily background or the crime for which Ihey have been 
imprisoned, a few tidbits of facts come out from the interrogation of Gila. What immediately 
stands out from Nicolas's diatribe is the repetitious reference to her father's death. On the one 
hand, Nicolas emphasizes that the moan she knew as her father is both literally and 
figuratively dead. She no longer has this man as her father. Also compounding this theme is 
Nicolas's implication that Gila's father lived because he did not think. Presumably, Nicolas 
means that her father never questioned authority or thought about matters of the State. Rather, 
Nicolas's version of Gila's father is an archetypal. Unquestioning, honorable soldier of the 
State. It is unclear in the play just what Gila's father means to her, but to Nicolas her father is 
a shining representative of the country that he is upholding through these interrogations. 
Thus, Nicolas uses rhetoric to not only colonize the meaning and story of a characters 
identity, but also dictate the meaning and history of their family the way he and the State see 
them. In many ways, his version of what made Gila's father so Levered and loved by the 
powers that be emphasizes what seems to be necessary in order to become a functional part of 
the larger state; they must die culturally and linguistically. Indeed, this mirrors what seems to 
be going on for the imprisoned family unit—the colonization of the very context of what 
construes a family. To push this point further, the definitions, histories and ideologies of each 
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family union within their regime mean little to the ultimate goal of maintaining the state 
apparatus. As Nicolas states, "[...] our business. Which is, I remind you, to keep the world 
clean for God" (Pinter, Plays 4 246). Indeed, this would later become a recurring phrase in 
much of Pinter's politics and art. 
Nicolas's confrontation with Nicky, Victor and Gila's son, occurs in a much briefer 
scene but interestingly this scene reveals all the innocence of a child who is oblivious about 
the fact of his parents. Nicolas quite to his bewilderment finds that he and this child share a 
common name. Unknown to the fact of prison room torture, Nicky speaks truly what his 
parents are not able to speak. Nicky is the only character that says how he feels and what lie 
thinks; he possesses' a childlike innocence that allows him to express himself, whereas his 
parents know enough not to speak their minds. In the end, it is the child's innocence that kills 
him. His honesty allows Nicolas to consider him n a'little prick' (Pinter, Plays 4 247) and 
therefore, decide that he should not live. Nicolas' power to determine who should and should 
not live reflects the power that the Nazis held over the people: they often killed all the 
members of a family only because they had the power to. Nicolas has discovered the ultimate 
means of torture and inflicting pain upon others, that is. to kill one's offspring. Victor's son 
was the one thing that he and his wife had created together, and according to Nicolas 'he was 
a little prick' (Pinter, Plays 4 247). Therefore, their offspring was not considered fit to live. It 
is fascinating that children rarely appear in Pinter's plays and when they do, by the end they 
are murdered. Children represent the future, the hope and possibility of opportunity. and 
Pinter's lack of child characters suggest a lack of hope in the future. In One Jai the Road 
Nicolas not only murders Victor and Gila's offspring, but he also ends their prospect of life. 
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The final scene returns to Nicolas and a now "tidily dressed" Victor. "How have you 
been? Surviving?" (Pinter, Plans 4 244), Nicolas asks sardonically. Nicolas releases Victor 
from imprisonment. Victor tries to speak but cannot: 
Nicolas: I cannot hear you. 
Victor: It's my mouth. 
Nicolas: Mouth? 
Victor: Tongue. 
Nicolas: What's the matter with it? 
Pause. (Pinter, Plays 4 245) 
When Victor asks about his son. Nicolas informs him: "Your son? Oh. don't worry about 
him. He was a little prick ((Pinter. Plats 4 247). 
He uses the past tense here meaning that his son was self-willed and did not obey the 
rules and has been killed. It shows that Nicolas's words hold the power to kill by shifting his 
speech from present tense to past tense which clearly transforms Nicolas into an executioner 
or terminator. The interesting thing about the murder is that. Nicky is killed although he has 
not the ability to commit a serious crime as he is just a little boy. On the contrary, it is 
Nicolas who commits a crime. He is not punished for his action and perhaps is praised by the 
state since he is thought to be serving the state. Most probably lie has the child killed to 
prevent his educated family from bringing up another potential intellectual who will be a 
threat to the state in the future. D. Keith Peacock opines that: 
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One/or Mhe Roati takes the form of a series of economical images. These are 
concerned with various facets of the nature of power and powerlessness. Each 
of these facets is formed around a t\pically —Pinteresquel tableau made up of 
various permutations of seated and standing figures. That, after the opening 
scene, the characters neither enter nor leave the stage produces the effect of 
shots in a screenplay. In this play the violence remains offstage; its threat and 
results are. nevertheless, very clearly represented by the physical condition of 
the detainees, who have evidently undergone torture. (141) 
It is important to note that Pinter's depiction of Nicolas is ambiguous. According to 
Billington. Nicolas in One for the Road finds "in a political system a remedy for his own 
private deficiencies and believes in the idea of a just cause" (3 14). Nicolas may not enjoy his 
role as much as he appears to: he drinks profusely and sutlers from a sense of loneliness. He 
serves the state because he has no one else; his role as a torturer consumes his life. His 
drinking one for the road is a means to reinforce his power over Victor. Each time he drinks, 
he raises a toast to his successes as a captor. At the end of the play when both Nicolas and 
Victor share a drink, it appears as though it is a moment that might equalize the power 
disparity between the two men, but that is not possible. It is during this drink that Victor is 
told that he will be free to leave, but his wife is going to remain there longer for the men's 
pleasure and that his son is dead. Therefore, he is raising a toast to his family's manipulation 
which further demotes him and emphasizes his powerlessness. Martin Esslin in his book 
Pinter: A Study of His Plays makes an important comment on the corruption of power in this 
play. He notes that Nicolas is not trying to obtain any information from Victor. He is, rather, 
enjoying his role as the interrogator: 
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While he is tormenting Victor with hints about the fate of his wife and son, he 
is not even using such threats to blackmail him into any of the meaningful 
objectives such secret-police interrogations might pursue in a concrete and real 
case. What is :ho'.n is unrelieved sadism, mental and physical torture for their 
own sake and finally the murder of an innocent child... He and his family are 
simply tortured for what they are intellectuals, people who are suspected of 
not liking the great dictator. (209) 
Pinter is fascinated by the characters that enjoy the pleasure in power, and indulge in it to the 
point that it corrupts them. Nicolas. as representative of this hypothetical totalitarian state, 
occupies an archetypal role within Pinter's ongoing political theater. Figures such as Nicolas 
are not merely dramatic one-sided antagonists of blind menace. They, like the victims they 
terrorize, are complex figures that provide an insight into the larger system that they serve 
under. In a 1996 interview. Pinter speaks of a sort of pity for Nicolas: 
I'm not terribly fond of Nicolas: I could do 	ithout him. Nevertheless, 
recognize the plight lie's in. Don't forget Nicolas is a deluded man; he's a man 
possessed, religiously really. He's enacting a religious and political obsession, 
and I feel very sorry for him. He's an absolute disaster, but the society he's 
speaking for is in itselfa disaster. (Pinter. Various Voices 223) 
Thus, Pinter presents an insight into the mind of a sadistic interrogator as well as an image of 
a larger cultural system of \\hick the interrogator is a part. Nicolas, as Pinter points out, is 
almost possessed in a religious sense by the totalitarian state that he serves. Twice he tells the 
prisoners that "God speaks through me" even though he "run[s) the place" (Pinter, Plus 4 
225). The relationship that exists between the prisoners and guards reinforces Nicolas's sense 
of duty to the State. On the one hand. Nicolas defines his identity through the utility of his 
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role. He is the interrogator; they are the prisoners. Without them, there is nothing to 
interrogate (except himself, perhaps)- What is most intriguing though about Nicolas are his 
invocations to a higher, offstage voice of authority. He himself does not speak; it is Cod that 
speaks through him. These invocations come about at several moments throughout the play, 
and only within Nicolas's rhetoric. 
One of the first instances comes with the aforementioned acknowledgement of Gila's 
father. At first lie inscribes in his memory the legendary vestments of a war hero to the State. 
He is a true patriot to the cause. But Nicolas also invokes another role for his memory when 
he angrily rebukes Gila, "How do you dare speak of your father tome?! loved him, as if he 
were my own father" (Pinter. Plays 4 240-241). i:odersrandably, we have very little 
information about Nicolass own history other than a brief reference to his mother who 
thought he was mad. Yet, his reverence towards a paternal figure, whose story seems 
undefined, reveals a source of lack of that paternal figure in his life. Presumably he is willing 
to manipulate the memory of someone else's father, he is also willing to work his way into 
the family structure by declaring that he is an ideological child of Gila's father. Therefore, 
with the destruction of one family comes the creation of a new, ideologically political family, 
and thus in mm, the larger totality of the all-encompassing State apparatus. 
Yet, despite this seeming implacable authority that Nicolas wields over the definition 
of the family, several moments throughout the play hint at the tenuous balance that mediates 
the authoritarian dialogue between Nicolas and his prisoners. Victor and Gila's son, also 
imprisoned, happens to be named "Nicky." In the brief dialogue between Nicolas and Nicky 
that comes in the middle of the play, Nicolas learns the child's name and replies "Really? 
How odd" (Pinter, Plays 1 234). The fact that Nicolas makes a pointed effort to note the 
oddity of the naming coincidence dispels the notion that this naming is merely for 
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coincidences sake. The moment would seem to suggest that the polarities of the interrogator-
prisoner dialogue are not as clear-cut as Nicolas may %ant them to be. It is possible then, to 
further contextualize Nicolas as a sort of ideological prisoner within his own prison. Nicolas's 
brief moment of self-conscious identification with the son reinforces his seeming desire to 
occupy the vocabulary and history of the family itself. He loved Gila's father as if he had 
been his on father. From this it can be understood that Nicolas's function, while rather cut 
and dry to those he interrogates, is in many ways operating within, and reacting to, his own 
ideological prison. 
Nicolas's desire to belong to a larger, systematized order eventually reveals that it is 
within this dialogue that he is most vulnerable. At one point as he is performing his 
interrogative style of questioning without expecting an answer from the prisoners, he asks, 
"Which side do you think God is on?" His immediate response to himself is interestingly, 
"I'm going to have a drink" (Pinter. Plays 4 224). That he seems flippant in asking such a 
question at a time like this is not at all surprising given his rhetorical style of interrogation. 
What forces us to think is that the mention of a higher authority and what side that authority 
is on brings out the compulsive drinker in him. Further on, we get more instances of Nicolas's 
insecurity as he describes his relationship to the man who runs the country: 
He took me aside the other day, last Wednesday, I think it was, he took me 
aside, at a reception. visiting dignitaries, he took me aside, me, and lie said to 
me, he said, in what I can only describe as a hoarse whisper. Nic, he said, Nic 
(that's my name). Nic. it you ever come across anyone whom you have good 
reason to believe is getting on my tits, tell them one thing, tell them honesty is 
the best policy. The cheese was superb. Goat. One for the road. (Pinter. Plays 
4 230-231) 
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What stands out immediately in this fragment is the constant repetition of the word "me" and 
his own name. This reveals a need on his part to fully justify and inscribe his presence and 
role as a functional pall of the State. Not only does lie inflate his own rcpulalion within the 
political system, he must emphasize that the leader knows his nickname. Such rhetoric 
reveals Nicolas's desire to repeatedly establish his role within the system for both the prisoner 
and himself Thus, not only is Nicolas enacting the voice and will of the State, he is also 
performing for his own sake and stability. On another equally revealing level, Nicolas's 
repetition of the wool "me" also seems to reveal a sense of unease and insecurity—a desire 
for some sort of affirmation of his role by the Stale itself. As he says later to Victor, "We are 
all patriots, we are as one, we all share a common heritage. Except you, apparently. (Pause) 
feel a link, you see, a bond, I share a commonwealth of interest. I am not alone. I am not 
alone!" (Pinter, Plms 4 232). 1 lere, he not only emphasizes the isolation that each separated 
member of Victor's family feels in the prison, he is also emphasizing the privileged position 
that he occupies as the interrogator—a position that gives his role an active purpose. But his 
role as an interrogator is not a stable one. When the leader advises Nicolas that in case 
anyone offends the State leadership then he should simply tell them "honesty is the best 
policy" (Pinter, Pays 4 231), to which Nicolas merely comments on the quality of the cheese 
at the reception. He has no insight into the functioning of the larger moral system that 
justifies what he does or is doing to his prisoners. Nicolas, in his seeming inability to 
comprehend the leader's advice for how to serve, glosses over the ambiguity by moving on to 
what placates him, memories of being at a swanky reception and, of course, alcohol. 
'these small rhetorical moments reflect the political spaces of the world that Pinter 
feels is in a state of disaster. While the interrogators or torturers exert power and authority 
over the prisoners, they are essentially mindless demons unquestioningly serving their 
particular government's ideology. Their despair reflected in these moments shows their fear 
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of being unanswered from the higher authority. Without the assumed acceptance by this 
larger ideological presence. they cease to have a justifiable function. They are left without a 
purpose or role in which to perform. And while they may serve this higher power 
unquestioningly, there are moments of potential lucidity where the communication breaks 
down, and they are unsure of the reasoning behind their ideological sense of self. Further 
instability comes with the possibility over whether or not the third higher order really has the 
defining power, or even more frighteningly, whether or not anyone is even out there to 
acknowledge their rules. Therefore, what essentially contributes to this Pinter-style angst is 
the possibility that the ideology itself that they follow, and under which they perform their 
actions, is suspect and perhaps even flawed. Yet, no matter how ambiguous the advice or 
leadership may be for those like Nicolas, it means very little when compared to the perceived 
comfort and authority he receives by being a part of the "commonwealth." As he vehemently 
repeats twice to Victor, "I am not alone. I am not alone!" Underlying his authority is an 
anxiety over the stability of the system and for being nothing more than that which is spoken 
through. 
MOUNTAIN LANGUAGE 
The political situation in Turkey from the I 940s to the I980s clearly propelled Harold 
Pinter into a more direct kind of political activism. Not only did he lend his voice more 
forthrightly for issues pertaining to human rights in Turkey, including going there with 
Arthur Miller in 1985 to show their support for the rights of dissident writers and argue for an 
international recognition of human rights (Billington 297), he also wrote One for the Road as 
a response to what he learned about their persecution of political prisoners. What would also 
distress his some of political outrage was how such a nation could gain recognition by the 
Western community and be accepted into NATO primarily for its strategic location on the 
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border between Europe and the Soviet Union. Despite their well documented record of 
Human Rights abuses, their strategic location on the border between Europe and the Soviet 
Union trumped any concerns about any social injustices. 
While Turkey was just one nation among others that Pinter took an active political 
interest in. he was also very much concerned ith what he saw as parallels in the injustices 
committed by the British government. particularly Thatcherism which became the nation's 
prevailing political mindset. Whereas supporters of Margaret Thatcher saw a new era of 
modernization and prosperity, critics saw an attack on fundamental liberties and changes to 
the social fabric of Britain. In 1988 the political commentator, Peter Jenkins, listed many of 
the issues that he felt reflected the dissolution of civil liberties in Great Britain, including, 
"the tightening of the Official Secrets Act of 191 l.[...] the attempt to suppress or censure 
13BC programmes touching on matters of national security; the banning of broadcast 
interviews with members of the IRA. Sinn Fein and extreme loyalist groups; the restrictions 
on the right to silence when citizens were arrested and questioned by police..." (qtd. in 
E3illington 306-7). Mountain Language. first produced in 1988 at the National Theatre in 
London. would be his reflection on the political state of affairs in Thatcher's England. 
Although the play was clearly connected to his outrage over the plight of political dissidents, 
as well as the oppression of the minority Kurdish population in Turkey. Pinter made clear that 
lie saw the play's focus as even broader: 
From r > point of view, the play is about suppression of language and the loss 
of freedom of expression. I feel therefore it is as relevant in England as it is in 
Turkey. A number of Kurds have said that the play touches them and their 
lives. But I believe it also reflects what's happening in England today—the 
suppression of ideas, speech and thought. (qtd. in Billington 309) 
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As an expression of Pinter's continuing discourse on the nature of political despotism, 
:Mountain Language reflects this broader sense of social injustice by engaging with 
oppression as a matter of policy as opposed to a matter of individual actions, as it was 
conveyed in One 1c,r the Roacl. In so doing. Pinter further synthesizes the blurred distinction 
between the personal and the political. 
Pinter's .tlountain Language further explores the conflict between victims and their 
rulers. Mountain Language presents a powerful image of the suffering imposed by 
authoritarian regimes. Pinter c\amines the threat that the powerful exert over the less 
powerful. This play depicts the \ ictimization of people through the suppression of language 
and individuality. "l'he domination of the victimized characters reflects the inability of some 
people to find their voices during the Holocaust. Carey Perloff discusses Mountain Language 
in his article "Harold Pinter's Mountain Language." He argues that language becomes a tool 
lbr oppression and as a result. the voice-overs are the only means of communication. In the 
hostile landscape of the pla\, communication is forbidden. and victimization Occurs with the 
suppression of language. l he 	ners of language in this %%orld use words to gain power over 
those who have threatened them with some form of dissent. The guards threaten the women 
who are visiting their husbands and sons and tell them that only the language of the capitol is 
to be spoken. The women do not know the language of the capitol and when they continue to 
speak their own language. they are beaten. The %%omen are coerced into silence for fear of 
what the guards may do to them. When a guard informs an elderly woman that she is 
permitted to speak her language again, she is too traumatized to speak at all, knowing that 
when her words are 'granted to tier.' they are useless. With that realization, the elderly woman 
has become a repressed victim of' the guards. (Carey Perlofi2) 
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While One for the Road aims to produce a stark, shocking effect. .tfountain Language 
is arguably. bleaker, more pessimistic. Charles Grimes in his theses "A Silence Beyond 
Echo" comments on this perspective: 
The oppression Mountain Language dramatizes is a matter of governmental 
policy, not the cruel whims of one individual. The theme, atmosphere, and 
experience of Mountain Language intensify those of One for the Road. Pinter 
indicts abusive power more generally, depicting the bureaucratic machinery of 
torture. By featuring a wider vision of a repressive regime. Pinter illustrates a 
wider level of it function: in contrast to One for the Road, which centers on 
the villainy of one e\traordinary person, .tfouniain Language illuminates an 
extensive apparatus of ethnic and political repression. (89) 
Mountain Language uses the theatrical space of prison in order to examine the dialogue that 
underlies authoritarian control. The play is made up of four short scenes that depict the stark 
discourse that takes place between the totalitarian authority and its oppressed civilians. 
Instead of one malevolent interrogator of One for the Road, the focus is on several guards 
enforcing the collective will of the State. Also, instead of a specific incarcerated family, the 
focus is on several imprisoned figures. with attention shifting between the prisoners inside 
and their famil\ members outside the \valls attempting to see their loved ones. The play 
dramatizes two stories--an EIderl\ Woman from the mountain region trying to visit her son, 
and a Young Woman tr\ ing to visit her husband, both of whom are not from the mountains. 
Within the action that shifts between the spaces outside the prison wall to the holding rooms 
inside the prison itself. Pinter dramatizes the rhetoric of state-sponsored oppression. The 
totalitarian forces govern not only the physical spaces of incarceration but also the ability to 
communicate beyond those spaces. thus, extending their authority beyond the physical walls 
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of the prison. What is central to the State's ability to maintain the status quo of being in power 
is the ability to legislate a dialogue of subservience within the physical spaces they control as 
well as the spaces beyond. l hus. while Ones/or the Read focuses almost exclusively on the 
cruelty of state-sponsored torture. .1LHuntam Language G\tends this dialogue by focusing on 
the role that governmental policies have in perpetuating systemic injustice on a broad scale. 
In Scene I, Pinter sets up the State's dialogue that enables totalitarian authority to rule 
absolutely. The Women outside of the prison walls complain that in the eight hours since the\ 
have been waiting to see their imprisoned loved ones, one of the guard dogs has viciously 
bitten an Elderly Woman's hand. As in much of Pinter's drama, while the direct violence of 
the do u bite occurs offstage. the conceptual violence of their circumstances occurs through 
the rhetorical transaction between the Guards and the Elderly Woman. As an unsympathetic 
Sergeant shows more concern for their names, an Officer demands that the Elderly Woman 
state her complaint. After describing the offence to him, the Officer demands more 
information from the accusers about the offending dog: 
What was his name? 
Pause. 
What was his name? 
Pause 
Every dug has a name! They answer to their name. The) are given a name by 
their parents and that is their name, that is their name. Before they bite, they 
state their name. It's formal procedure. They state their name and then they 
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bite. What was his name'' If you tell me one of our dogs hit this woman 
ithout giving his name I will have that dog shot! (Pinter, Plai:c 4 253-254) 
Such an incredulou> question has no reasonable answer, and clearly the Officer does not 
expect to recei\ e one. Yet, within the authoritarian dialogue of the regime, "formal 
procedure" dictates that this is a legitimate claim by the soldiers of the State. His response 
belies the fact that they will do nothing about such complaints levied at the consequences of 
their authority. Furthermore, they are protected by the legal protocol of "formal procedure." 
The\, nor the dog, could not possibly do anything wrong. By asking an unanswerable 
question, the women have no chance at any kind of reparation either for the vicious attack 
much less for their imprisoned family members. Thus, the dialogue of the State, couched 
within a false air of bureaucratic concern by the Officer, is alread\ stacked up against the 
citizens outside the prison all s'\ho intrinsicall\ ha \e no claim or validit\ in the eyes of the 
Guards. From the perspective of the State, if the attack is not itself a lie, then it is most likely 
the women themselves who are at fault, since it would be seemingly inconceivable for one of 
their dogs, and by extension, their entire enterprise, to disobey "formal procedure" and bite 
her hand without giving its name. It is an absurd logic made reasonable according to the 
perspective of the State. 
This transaction of authoritative control is further defined in Scene 1, as the Officer 
mandate ethnocentrism as an official policy of the Capital-state. They first declare that their 
husbands, sons, and fathers that have been imprisoned "are enemies of the State. They are 
shithouses" (Pinter. Plats 4 255). The word choice is significant in that the legal and the 
profane become intertwined ithin the rhetoric of the Capital-state, effectively making the 
terms equivalent to one another. Not only are their men traitors in a purely legal sense, they 
are also socially unacceptable in all regards. The Officer then continues to legislate identity 
by declaring to the women: "Now hear this. You are mountain people. You hear me?" (Pinter, 
Plays 4 255). The designation defines the geographical opposition between the guards of the 
prison building and the inhabitants of the rural mountain community. By making a special 
effort to designate them as "mountain people." (Pinter, Plays 4 255) the officer legislates the 
polarity between the State and amone considered to be antithetical to its collective identity. 
The \%omen along with their relatives inside are summarily designated as 'Other to the 
singular authority of the Capital-state. The Guards and Officers occupy the authorial position 
whereby in designating the mountain people as a collective Other, their position of authority 
is, in turn, defined as well. 
While the State exercises a physical authority that enables them to imprison who they 
perceive to be the enemies of the State, also at their disposal is the power to effectively 
legislate the function of the mountain people's native language and, in effect, colonize their 
ethnic identity. As the Officer goes on to declare to the Women: 
Your language is dead. It is forbidden. It is not permitted to speak your 
mountain language in this place. You cannot speak your language to your 
men. It is not permitted. Do you understand? You may not speak it. It is 
outlawed. You may only speak the language of the capital. That is the only 
language permitted in this place. You will be badly punished if you attempt to 
speak your mountain language in this place. This is a military decree. It is the 
law. Your language is forbidden. It is dead. No one is allowed to speak your 
language. Your language no longer exists. (Pinter. Plays 4 255-256) 
Mark Taylor—Batty in his book Harold Pieter comments on the above quoted dialogue as 
follows: 
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This list of accumulating tautologies repeals the ruthless absolutism of the 
regime in power, as well as the ironic lifelessness of the language of authority. 
Depriving a people of their mother tongue is the most effectively suppressive 
act of control over that people, and indicative of an intolerant, even genocidal 
logic. Here is the kernel of Pinter's concern: the state oppression of ethnic 
identities (or any minorities) that do not conform with the visions of the ruling 
ideology. The consequences of such brutal logic are played out in the 
following scenes in which we witness the separation of two couples: the old 
woman and her son, and the young woman and her husband. (107) 
Backed by force of military decree. not only are they not allowed to speak their native tongue 
"in this place", their language. but by extension their culture, is declared dead (three times). 
The Capital-state has the self appointed authority to legislate the ban, to enforce the 
legislation and, if those were not enough, to declare their identity extinct. Michael Billington, 
along with man\ other critics. notes that the Officer's speech is full of contradictions: "The 
mountain language exists; it is dead. It is banished by military decree; it is banished by law. 
You may not speak it; you cannot speak it. Through these contradictions, Pinter points up the 
arbitrary nature of classification (31 I). 
While there may certainly be arbitrariness to the logic of the State apparatus in 
.1lounuain Language. the statements that the Officer gives goes well beyond contradiction for 
the sake of absurdity in that he is forcing equivalence with each declaration. The decree, in 
effect, carries with it all the force of deified authority, as "to forbid" becomes synonymous 
with "to extinguish". 
Thus, the rules of the prison become the rules of the space outside its walls. The 
legislation of language is the legislation of space. By denying the use of their native language 
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"in this place", the Officer further asserts the mountain people's isolation from the larger 
authoritarian system. While the women may not be labeled "enemies of the State" as their 
relatives inside have been, their fate is shared as their native identity has been deemed 
antithetical to the governing collective. If they want the privilege to come inside the prison 
walls, they must censor their language. and by extension their identities, and subsume their 
(liven identities as mandated by the Capital-state. Without the means to use their own 
language, the have no choice but to Submit and effectively have their native identities 
colonized by the State apparatus because, in effect, if they are not with them, then they do not 
exist. 
The impact of this decree on language can be seen in the "visitor's room" of Scene 2. 
The Elderly Woman whose hand was earlier bitten by the dog with no name visits her son 
and says. "I have bread—". The Guard then jabs her with his stick and screams: "Forbidden. 
Language forbidden.. ..It's forbidden. Tell her to speak the language of the capital". The 
Prisoner attempts to tell the Guard that "she can't speak it" (Pinter, Plays 4 258). Again, the 
Elderly Woman tells her son: "I have apples " (Pinter. Plays 4 259). The Guard again jabs 
her with his stick and screams: "Forbidden! Forbidden forbidden forbidden! Jesus Christ! (To 
Prisoner) Does she understand what I'm saying?" (Pinter, Plays 4 259). The imprisoned son 
replies, "No" (Pinter. Plans 4 259). Without the ability to speak their own native language. 
they have no way to communicate, other than the silent voice-overs that the theatre audience 
hears that convey what they are thinking to one another (perhaps an allusion to an inner 
language that the military cannot subvert entirely). The jabbing with the night-stick correlates 
with the violence inherent within such authoritarianism that denies the basic expression of 
their identity. Pinter implies here that to be a part of the State, the mountain people must deny 
their origin and either learn the language of the totalitarian State. or just keep silent. If they 
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have no kno%cled~-e of the language of the capital. the\ have no other choice but to be silent 
a silence which in effect implies acquiescence, denies dissent and dehumanizes the Other. 
What is also intri_uim_ here is that, at least from an audience point of view, there does 
not seem to be any discernible difference between the language of the "mountain" and of the 
"capital." Pinter's direction for the Elderly Woman is to "speak in a strong rural accent" 
(Pinter. Plays 4 258). Since the play is in English, each director is left with intriguing 
possibilities as to hose best to cone\ this difference. Depending on the production of the 
play, it is possible that the difference in language could simply be a matter of accents. Yet, 
this does not resolve its sound to the audience who presumably must assume that the Elderly 
Woman cannot understand the Guard, even though he is speaking in English— the same 
language that she attempts to use. Even if the onl) literal difference is in the accents, she 
should technically still be able to understand the words. 
While it may be easier to just assume that this is an intentional suspension of 
theatrical disbelief in that audiences must assume she speaks a different language, the lack of 
a more deliberate difference between the two languages opens up potential meta-theatrical 
complexities in the relationship between these two peoples. For one, the guards and mountain 
people seem to be intrinsically connected. The only real division is in the differences bet\'een 
the regional spaces that they inhabit. Therefore, the difference between the two languages is 
ultimately arbitrary since the only justification provided for the legislation of the language of 
the capital is that they said so. Having the language literally read the same perhaps implies 
that the authority invested within the language of the capital is only deemed legitimate due to 
the mouth of the one who utters it. As a Guard to the singular capital, he has the authority to 
mediate the context of the language. But because the elderly woman is a representative of the 
mountain region. by default, she can have no real independent voice within the capital. The 
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crux of this moment then is not only in the violent censoring of the language itself, but also in 
the display of the State's ability to control the meaning and context of language to serve its 
own authoritarian interests. 
Conceptually, the decree against their language extends into the personal rhetoric of 
the famil\. After ridiculing the Elderly Woman's inability to communicate in the language of 
the Capital, the Guard tells the Prisoner: "And I'll tell you another thing. I've got a wife and 
three kids. And you're all a pile of shit" (Pinter, Plays 4 260). The random absurdity as well 
as the timing of the statement itself makes no more sense than the premise that their guard 
dogs are supposed to state their names before attacking. The content further illustrates the 
State's performance of the linguistic division between Subject (the State) and Object (the 
shithouses). To describe them with the same profanity in Scene I is certainly not a 
coincidence. The implication perhaps is that since the State-employed Guard has a sense of 
family and self, then those ho are not a part of the State are antithetically sub-human to the 
extent that the concept of family has no value in their barbaric, rural lives. 
Yet the crux of Scene II comes as the Prisoner responds. "I've got a wife and three 
kids" (Pinter, Plays 4 260). perhaps as an appeal to the Guard's empathy. The Guard takes 
immediate offence at this insubordination and demands the prisoner repeat himself: "You've 
what? (Silence). You've got chat? (Silence). What did you say to me? You've got what? 
(Silence). You've got what? (He picks up the telephone and Dials one digit.) Sergeant? I'm in 
the Blue Room ... yes ... I thought I should report. Sergeant ... I think I've got a joker in here" 
(Pinter. Plays 4 260). 
The Sergeant comes in and asks: "What joker?" as the stage goes to blackout (Pinter, 
Plays 4 261). Next in the visitor's room in Scene 4, the aftermath of this can be seen in the 
bloodied figure of the son sitting as his Mother silently looks on, who presumably had to 
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witness his beating. While the offstage violence appears to be in response to the Prisoner's 
perceived insolence, the punishment seems spurred on some level by the Prisoner's 
suggestion of a common or shared experience between the two. This moment recall 
Nicolas's puzzlement in One for the Road over sharing the name of the son. Nicky, who 
would later be executed. as well as his own impassioned offense at Gila's identification with 
her father- a man that Nicolas sa\ as his own patriarch. Much like One for the Road, the 
transaction of authoritative control in kfounaai,z Language depends upon the perpetuation of a 
dialogue between the Subject (the authoritarian figures of the State), Object (the prisoners of 
the State). and the "higher authority" (the State apparatus itself). What generally leads to 
violence in these plays is when the basis of the relationship is challenged by any implied 
identification between the subject and object, no matter how justified it may be. In Mountain 
Language, the suggestion that the Guard is in any way connected to the prisoners disrupts the 
already tenuous balance of identification via the Other. At this conceptual level, to identify 
ith the object to the point of being one in the same implies that the Guards and Officers are 
in no better position of authority than the prisoners themselves. Although the subject needs 
the object in order to attain its own sense of self. complete equivalency with the object is a 
precarious matter. 
Also similar to One for the Road is Pinter's focus on the impact of State sanctioned 
oppression on the level of the tamil). While Scenes II and IV dramatize the violent 
consequences of disohe\ing the rules of the Capital-state, the audience \%itnesses the lasting 
impact of such policies. In Scene 4. the Guard tells the son that his mother can finally speak 
in her native tongue to her son: "They've changed the rules. She can speak. She can speak in 
her own language. Until further notice" (Pinter, Plans 4 265). To her sons entreaties, the 
mother "does not respond. She sits still (Pinter. Plays 4 267). Helpless in her inability to 
protect her son, her silence and submission comes as perhaps the only act she thinks can do to 
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prevent further abuse. Even the quiet communication between (lie two that that audiences 
heard via voice-over in Scene 11 is silenced. Conceptually. the decimation of her voice 
signifies the suppression of her identity as a mother to her son. The imprisoned Son pleads 
with her 
"Mother, you can speak- (Pause). Mother, I'm speaking to you. You see? We 
can speak You can speak to me in our own language. (She is still). You can 
speak, (Pause). Mother. Can you hear me? I am speaking to you in our own 
language. (Pause)_ Do you hear me? (Pause). Its our language. (Pause). Can't 
you hear me? Do you hear me? (She does not respond. (Pinter, Plays 4 265-
266) 
Faced only with her silence the "Prisoner's rrenrblinggrows. lie falls h from the chair on to his 
knees, begins to gasp and shake violently (Pinter, Plays 4 267). D. Keith Peacock, in Harold 
Pinter and the New British Theatre, describes the on losing his voice as "like Stanley after 
his interrogation by Goldberg and McCann, he is deprived of speech. Both literally and 
metaphorically the deprivation of language represents the abandonment of individual 
resistance and conformity to the will of the state (143). The son's state of shock also recalls 
the reaction of One for the Road's Victor (whose voice is maimed from having his tongue cut 
out) to the news of his son's presumed demise at the end of the play. Divesting their ability to 
communicate with one another has the effect of fracturing the bonds of family itself. The 
prisoner's convulsive state of shock is his autonomic response to realizing the depth of his 
isolation and to being completely and utterly alone. As a reflection of the Capital-state's self-
righteous disregard for the impact of their policies, the Sergeant responds to the scene 
between mother and son: "Look at this. You go out of your way to give them a helping hand 
and they fuck it up. Blackout" (Pinter, Plays 4 267). 
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The authoritarian dialogue that the State has with the mountain region not only 
demands submission to the rules of the Capital-state, it also coerces those designated as 
"Other" to accept their roles within the discourse. The audience sees this expressed in the 
Elderly Woman's silence as well as in the second narrative between the Young Woman and 
her imprisoned husband. Although they prove to be not from the mountain and thus not 
directl\ impacted h% the decree against the use of the regional language. they are still 
nevertheless, affected by the conceptual oppression embedded within the authoritarian 
rhetoric of the Capital-state. In Scene I. after the decree against the use of the mountain 
language is made, the Young Woman approaches the Officer and Sergeant and states, "I do 
not speak the mountain language" (Pinter. Plays 4 256). In a predatorial display of spatial 
entrapment, the two men surround her as the Sergeant puts his hand on her bottom and asks, 
"What language do you speak? What language do you speak with your arse?" (Pinter, Plays 4 
256). Defiantly, the Young Woman removes herself from the Sergeant's hand and states: 
Young Woman: My name is Sara Johnson. I have come to see my husband. It 
is my right. Where is he? 
Officer: Show me your papers. 
She gives him a piece of paper. He examines it, turns to Sergeant. 
He doesn't come from the mountains. He's in the wrong batch. 
Sergeant: So is she. She looks like a fucking intellectual to me. (Pinter. Plays 
4 257) 
On one level, the scene illustrates the tlippant disregard the Capital-state has for any 
perceived challenge to its position of authority and power. Of particular note in this scene 
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though, is the allusion to intellectualism as a trait to be subdued. The scene illustrates the 
shared victimization of anybody deemed outside of the state apparatus, as the intellectual 
subversives are held in the same regard as the indigenous community. In O,ie Jnr the Road, 
the interrogator Nicolas mocks Victor's presumed intellectualism based on his penchant for 
debate as well as the mares books that ransacking soldiers had found at his house. In both 
plays. therefore. intellectualism is subversion, and potential dissension to the State. Such 
sentiments are clearly antithetical to the figures of authority in both plays, and all the more 
necessary to silence. Thus, whether the husband has been mistakenly imprisoned matters 
little, since the State sees no difference between the "fucking intellectuals" and the 
"shithouses" as they are all equally reprehensible. 
On a more figurative level, the scene casts the authoritarian discourse of the Capital-
state within the conceptual rhetoric of gender. Sara's mere outsider presence, as well as her 
claims, implies some level of mix up, and thus imperfection. on the part of State policies. 
Yet, before the prison guards give her audience, she is first demeaned as a submissive female, 
capable of being violated. This leads to the Sergeant's misogynistic response. The power that 
is exhorted over her is not only a military-backed authority, it is also a masculinized 
authority. The fact that Sara looks like an intellectual makes her all the more a reprehensible 
object to be sexually dominated. Sara, as a female "Other," becomes a victim to be 
objectified, sexualized and finally conquered. The scene recalls the torture of Victor's family 
in One >or the Road \%- here the repeated raping of Gila by many soldiers becomes one 
signifier for the violation of the family itself. In both plays, Pinter couches the rhetoric of the 
totalitarian state within the discourse of sexual violence. Submitting to the rules, and thus the 
roles, demanded by authoritarian power becomes a matter of force and violation. 
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Sara's assumption of the role placed upon her by the State is evident in Scene 3 as she 
is placed in a room that contains the hooded figure of her husband. As the Sergeant explains 
to her that 'They've sent you through the wrong door. Unbelievable. Somconell be done for 
this" (Pinter, Plays 4262-263). the hooded figure falls prompting Sara to scream as the Guard 
drags his body away. The Sergeant disregards her reaction, and instead informs her that: 
"[...] if you want any information on any aspect of life in this place we've got a bloke comes 
into the office every Tuesday week, except when it rains .. Give him a tinkle one of these 
days and he'll see you all right" (Pinter, Plays 4 264). 
She replies, "Can I fuck him? If I flick him, will everything be all right?" Naturally, 
the Sergeant informs her, "Sure. No problem' (Pinter, Plays 4 264). It is doubtful that her 
presence in the room was any son of wlministralive mistake given that the scene she 
witnesses seems especially effective as a coercive device to force submission. Depending on 
how the actor delivers Sara's lines, her final question, "can f fuck him?" as many critics have 
pointed out, begs further analysis. On the one hand, the question could be interpreted as her 
desperate attempt to do whatever it takes to prevent more harm done to her husband, as the 
Elderly Woman may have done for her son in Scene IV. It can be argued that the question 
indicates her willingness to assume whatever toles necessary in order to gain access into the 
Slate. Yet, the bhmto ss of her question has the capacity to take audiences by surprise given 
her earlier claims to having rights and proper documentation. This has led some critics to 
interpret her tone as spiteful and sarcastic. As Peacock argues: "she is adopting the language 
of the situation in which she finds herself in order to express her contempt for the corruption 
it engenders" (143). Certainly, this is an apt description for what seems to be her realization 
of how bad [heir situation is in facing an impenetrable wall of bureaucracy. W helher or not 
audiences are meant W think that she is actually willing to go through with the Sergeant's 
suggestion depends on the actor's delivery of the lines. Regardless of her intention, what 
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Pinter expresses in this scene, as well as in the concluding scene with the silent Elderly 
Woman and her son, is the tragic extent to which the oppressed can go to mediate their place 
within the totalitarian State. While resistance leads to further violation and torture, acceptance 
ultimately means divesting oneself of any independent identity outside of the collective order. 
These scenes express, in no uncertain terms, how oppression corrupts absolutely, affecting 
both oppressor and the oppressed to subsume the roles mandated by authoritarian power. 
As representatives of' his later politicized drama. One for the Road and Mountain 
Language not only dramatize the tragic consequences of oppressive rule, they also uncover 
the familiarity of such systems to audiences regarding their own political realities. Pinter 
draws audiences closer into the narratives by not placing either play in a specific time period 
or location, like Turkey or Nicaragua. which could have had the effect of distancing 
audiences from the circumstances of the play. This way, depending on the manner in which 
productions designed the sets and costumes, the rhetoric used by the antagonists in the plays 
would appear more recognizable to audiences. Michael Billington described Pinter's 1991 
production of Alountain Language at London's Almeida as self-consciously about the loss of 
civil liberties in British culture through the casting of the Officer and the Sergeant with actors 
that had recognizably regional British accents: "The more we sense that the military are 
ordinary men doing a routine job, the more shocking the play becomes [...) all too clearly us 
and not them" (313). 
In classic Pinteresque style. audiences see the critical and moral scrutiny through the 
linguistic expressions used h\ the authoritarian figures to justify their roles and performances 
under the pretext of a higher cause. This is most apparent with the Sergeant at the end of 
Mountain Language \',ho upon seeing the final moment between the silent Elderly Woman 
and her convulsing son says. "Look at this. You go out of your %%ay to give them a helping 
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hand and the fuck it up" (Pinter. Pats 4 267). And it is equally apparent in One for the 
Road where Nicolas subscribes to the proclamation given by his nation's leader that "We are 
all patriots, we are as one. we all share a common heritage" (Pinter. Plats 4 232): thus. his 
job in interrogating Nicolas's family is in the greater service of keeping "the world clean for 
God" (Pinter. mars 4 246). Such expressions reflect oppression's self-justifying 
sustainabilit\. Whereas audiences witness the destructive impact of dictatorial rule, the 
Sergeant sees unappreciated State-sponsored charity, while Nicolas sees service to a national 
identity sanctioned by God. As representatives of the state. and self-proclaimed servants of 
God, their actions and rhetoric reflect the State's belief that its policies are trul) in the nation's 
best interest and for the common good. "Thus. while most audiences may not have firsthand 
knowledge of life in a Turkish prison cell during the 1980s, they can connect to the play 
through their own understanding of the self-righteous linguistics of patriotism, by witnessing 
what these characters do in the name of God and nation. 
Pinter's intention is to sho audiences that not only is such language ultimately a 
bureaucratic and dogmatic fallacy. it also masks the harsh realities underneath patriotism's 
soothing blanket—that such rhetoric has only the best interests in mind of those in power. In 
this sense. as Pinter would later strenuously argue in his Nobel prize speech. the governments 
of the world's superpowers. most particularly the United States and the United Kingdom, are 
no less culpable of crimes against humanity than those of despotic nations that are openly 
dictatorial. As Pinter explained to Michael Billington in regard to Mountain Language: 
"...it isn't the them, it's the us. We can all behave in exactly the same way. 
There isn't a good and a had - it's preposterous. The complacencies that we 
inherit are based on nothing, real!'., except power. I've seen the police here 
and, by God. they can behave like any other police. I think we should look at 
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what's happening in our own societies and at the wider idea of democracy. It's 
used more and more as a fake word and a sham word and it doesn't mean 
an\thing." Igtd. in Billington 309-10) 
Pinter wants audiences to become especially sensitive to the oppressive realities of their 
government's political policies as well as the tragic consequences that are often associated 
with claims to the nation's best interest. Pinter's later drama reveals the rhetorical blanket of 
self righteousness that permits those in power to freely do whatever it takes to maintain their 
positions of authority. Such rhetoric placates the public with paternalistic claims that no 
matter how harmful their policies may appear, they are always for their own good. Pinter's 
political theatre illustrates the capacity of these claims in perpetrating the atrocities on his 
stage. 
While Pinter's later drama reflects his on sensibilities about the way political 
systems operate and the destructive consequences of State's policies, many critics have 
pointed out that what can be difficult to discern in his drama is a space for the performance of 
direct opposition to such political oppression. In One for the Ruud. the defiance in Gila's tone 
in answer to Nicolas's questions eventually causes her to be sent back upstairs to be 
repeatedl\ raped again, while in Mountain Language. Sara's claim to having rights results in 
her being sexually demeaned. Yet, the strength of these plays lies not in presenting a 
blueprint for political action but rather in the way that they reflect Pinter's desire to make 
clear the political hypocrisies embedded in powerful governments that people too often take 
for granted. While the abuse dramatized in the plays will naturally draw an audience's ire, the 
rhetorical strategies that the theatrical oppressor's use to bolster their actions forces audiences 
to examine their own assumptions about their political realities. As Austin Quigley argues: 
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The source of appeal against the behavior of brutal government agents in plays 
like One fir the Road, Mountain Language, and Party Time is not to one 
ideology or another, to one brand of political conviction or another, but to 
local relationships that individuals contract with each other, particularly in 
small social and family contexts, and to the rights and responsibilities thereby 
invoked. It is here that the personal becomes the source of appeal against 
anything political that loses touch with the personal. (Quigley. "Pinter, Politics 
and Postmodernism (I)" 17) 
Through One for the Road's focus on the impact that the political has on interpersonal 
relationships of families, as well as through Alouurtuin Language's anonymity of characters 
and location. Pinter's political theatre conveys a sense of universality and shared experience 
through archetypal characters and situations. By not providing a concrete response to the 
atrocities audiences witness on stage. Pinter leaves it up to the audience to determine, via 
their on consciences, the appropriate response to such oppression. Although the victims of 
One for the Road and Mountain Language are essentially no more than passive victims, 
perhaps the call to political awareness and action rests within the position of the audience 
themselves. 
Throughout these plays. victims suffer most at the point where their voices cease to be 
heard or used. It would seem then that silence is the ultimate goal of the totalitarian state as 
reelected in One for the Road's portrayal of Victor's inability to speak: because his tongue has 
been cut out, and in Mountain Languages dramatization of' the Elderly Woman's 
speechlessness in the face of her son's suffering. In the theatricality of his universe, Pinter 
inscribes onto the audience the position of these characters who, though being told that they 
are free to go or that they may speak their own language, respectively, have no words to 
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express the depth of their suffering. Like the Elderly Woman's silent shock at watching her 
son beaten. audiences are also shocked into a compliant silence because they too do not 
pOSSeSS the context anymore for linguistic authority. Yet, while silence in Pinter's theatre may 
he a matter of shocked incredulousness, silence in society is ultimately acquiescence. Matters 
of public state-sponsored oppression are ultimately the purview of the public's own 
complicity in engendering oppression through their own complacency. 
CHAPTER FIVE 
STRUGGLE WITH TRAUMATIZED MEMORY 
Harold Pinter's play .-lshc. to :Ishes resumes some of the themes that have already 
appeared in the playwright's previous works while, at the same time, it resorts to an 
innovative form. proposing a new approach to the way collective memory should be handled. 
In this one-hour play Pinter explores the relationship of a couple in their forties in the midst 
of a relationship crisis and inserts them in history, more precisely at the centre of a (self) 
questioning concerning the holocaust. This is a rich play. even more so because it appears at 
the summit of Pinter's career as a playwright, comprising, a further development of his 
treatment of themes such as: the uses of po►►er. memory, desire, and politics in the 
interpersonal relationship. Although it might at first seem strange to talk of politics in the 
interpersonal relationship, it still bears a meaning in the case of l larold Pinter's work, since 
his characters are in all aspects of their lives in constant confrontation with one another. This 
confrontation assumes various forms, from the intrusive interrogatory that is intended to 
make the opponent lose his her bearings through the lies that hinder any true understanding 
between people. since they never kno►► ►'here truth lies, up to the total impossibility of 
getting to know each other's identity. Such is the universe created by Pinter, where truth 
more often than not cannot be verified. Words are intended to delude, to mystify, and to 
withhold instead of revealinee. At the same time, this elusive world is charged with powerful 
images and silences that serve as reinforcement, negation. hindrance, or the ultimate assertion 
about what remains unsaid. Pinter is a master at suggesting ►\hat is never explicitly said, for 
whatever his characters do not reveal or are incapable of understanding. The world of Pinter's 
plays is one in which there are no guarantees. where the figures constantly negotiate their 
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positions in relation to one another. where identity is built in confrontation with the other. 
Such quest for identity is not limited to the present situation but is based on a reconstruction 
of the past. %k hich will la\ the basis for a new configuration of the future. 
The play Ashes to Ashes as first presented on 12 September 1996 at the Royal Court 
L;pstairs (Ambassadors), in London's West End. Since then it has been performed, among 
other places. in Canada. Ital y. France. Argentina. Germany, Ireland. Brazil. Sweden, Spain 
and Switzerland. The play has aroused conflicting responses from the critics and audience 
alike. A man standing alone in front ofthe Gate Theatre. Dublin. where the Pinter Festival 97 
was taking place. probably represents the most negative response. His picket sign read. 
"Pinter is a liar and a cheat" (Younger. "Pinter is a Liar and a Cheat"). This lonely protest is 
probably best balanced by critical readings that have successfully demonstrated the 
complexity of the play. Between these two extreme positions, there is a continuous line with 
different ratings. Pinter remains relatively obscure to the uninformed audience and Ashes to 
Ashes has not encountered critical acclaim by some of those more acquainted with his 
previous work. It has been dismissed as a poorer play among Pinter's oeuvre for its single-
mindedness. Nevertheless, other reviewers and critics have called attention to its complexity. 
by identifying several layers of meaning like the relationship between the couple, the 
implications of the Nazi holocaust, and archetypal human situations as connected to the 
theme of the fall of man. 
In Pinter's world the concepts of love, friendship. lamily, loyalty, and self are all 
mediated by the power relationship they establish \\ ith each other. The negotiation for a 
secure position. momentary as it may he, can take up all the tigures assets, be it their 
intellectual abilities, sexuality, authority granted b} an institution, religious disposition, even 
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their on identity and, together with it. their control over the past. For in Pinter's plays, very 
little is concretely verifiable. Most of the times, all that is available are the figures' words, 
which more often than not are unreliable. As Andrew K. Kennedy emphasizes. "Pinter writes 
[...] within his own 'principle of unverifiability"' (224). which means that there are no clear-
cut distinctions between what is true and what is false. Therefore, the past is not an 
objectively verifiable instance, but it possesses an "ever-present quality" (Gussow 38). 
Consequently. the past only exists insofar as the figures bring it to life in their speech. 
Precisely because this past lacks a concrete quality, it can be put to use in the most 
surprising was. Indeed. Pinter's figures do not seek the past as a key to deciphering their 
own present situation. Nor are they interested in reviving involuntarily the past in order to 
create significance where there was none before. In Pinter's world, the past becomes part of 
the present to the extent that the figures alter and distort it to fit their immediate purpose. In 
fact, the past is used as an irrefutable argument whose train purpose is to win control over the 
present situation. Indeed. "tor Pinter, the present is more likely to be a battleground in which 
the prize is the past" (Regal Iii). That is. the direct dispute between figures can only be won 
by the one whose ultimate version of the past cannot be contradicted. It does not mean. 
however, that the figures deliberately decide to lie or tell the truth. Most of the times, the 
ambiguity or unverifiability of the past is a comment on the world inhabited by the figures, 
which is a place where motives are not transparent to the observer. 
Another aspect of this "principle of unverifiability" is that the versions presented do 
not form a coherent \%hole. Rather, there are inconsistencies that cannot be accounted for 
from an outside perspective. Therefore, it is often impossible to say whether the 
contradictions and indeterminacies in the figures' speech are a creation of their own intended 
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to manipulate the course of events, or whether the figures are themselves lost in relation to 
their own identities, as %Nell as the time and space that they occupy. Indeed, in his study of the 
aspect of time in Pinter's work. Martin Regal consistently shows that the figures' sense of 
timing presents inner disturbances that prevent them from locating events in time. Many of 
the figures in Pinter's plays seem entrapped in a time universe of their own, where the 
experience of the past is so engulfing that they cannot look at it from a different time 
perspective. Many times. it is as if they are talking not about the past but from the past. There 
is no guarantee that what the remember has in fact existed or not. Whatever is recalled as 
having happened somewhere in the past becomes real in the present so long as the present 
situation provides, if not the meaning, at least the justification for it. Consequently, this 
mutability of past facts ends up affecting the present, which becomes as liable to the 
interferences of the subjective mind as the past. As Regal puts it: "If the past is flexible and 
mutable. then so is the present" (79). Later on in his work, Regal traces Pinter's expression of 
the subjective nature of time back to Beckett. He cites Colin Duckworth. according to whom, 
"the definition of Self [in Beckett's work] depends on memory, [which] is imprecise" (qtd. in 
Regal 133). The difference between the two playwrights lies in the fact that while Beckett's 
figures seem to Pet lost in the \oid created by this uncertainty. "Pinter dramatizes the loss and 
reconstitution of memory as a strategy for control or power" (Regal 133). Still according to 
Regal. the consequence of this relativistic vie" of temporality is that the self becomes 
likewise a "temporally contingent phenomenon." \%hick demands a constant renewal of the 
strategies it uses to protect its fragility (133). Therefore. the figures try, as much as they can, 
not to reveal their inner selves, since this leaves them in a vulnerable position. Pinter, 
however, denies the conclusion that figures can never say \\ hat they really mean. According 
to him. "there invariably comes a moment when [the character says what he in fact means], 
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when he says something. perhaps. which he has never said before" (Pinter. Vurious Voices 
25). Even though they are rare, these moments do happen and offer a profound insight into 
the figures' character, since they reveal the emotions that motivate them. 
In short, despite the apparent naturalism of the plays. the absence of a coherent past 
that can explain the present situation undermines the assumptions of realism. As long as the 
figures are able to transtorm their present moment h% producing a convincing "memory," 
they are still in the battleground for the fulfillment of their needs. If, however, they fail, even 
for a moment. to convince others of their authorit\ o\er the past. they become helpless in the 
present. An expression of this is provided by the many pauses and silences, which are present 
throughout the secondary text in Pinter's work. 
In Harold Pinter's Ashes to Ashes all human history. personal and social, is one act, 
one essential conflict. hich echoes and reverberates in different forms throughout time: 
dominance and submission, victims and victimizers, and the discovery through imagination 
and empathy of our power not to be victims. Ashes to Ashes places two people in conflict. 
Rebecca and her would-be dominator, Dcvlin. In the play we enter history at a particular 
place — a country house in an unknown location — at a particular time — the present — but 
we are at the same time in Buchenwald. the mass graves in Bosnia. anywhere in time or place 
where police sirens are heard, authority worshiped as it substitute for self-responsibility, a 
lover adored at the price of selfhood, blind masses follow leaders to destruction, gross 
certainty is mistaken for purity of conviction, social hierarchy is taken for natural order, and 
innocence and helplessness are regarded as legitimate prey. For Devlin. history is simply fact 
external to himself, something to be dredged up. forced from Rebecca it' necessary so that he 
can dominate every part of her. Rebecca, ho\'erer. becomes histor\. lives it through 
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imaginative identification and through such empathy discovers her own power not to be 
bound by the factualitx of the past, but rather to reshape herself as non-victim. And we, as 
audience participate in the living ritual of theatre, to the extent that the play echoes in us and 
we identify with Rebecca while recognizing our potential for being Devlin, discover with 
Rebecca that power in ourselves. 
In 2005, by then an ardent campaigner for human rights. Pinter suggested that citizens 
of democratic countries like Great Britain are in some part responsible for the 'murder, 
miser}, degradation and death' of' innocent civilians in other countries through their support 
of the governments that carry out these acts in their name (Pinter. 'Art. Truth and Politics' 
438). This guilt is something that we carry on our shoulders, the act of looking the other way 
makes us all responsible to those civilians, and all the innocent people throughout history 
who have been killed in this way. '[his theme of bourgeois complicity with state-sponsored 
violence is developed in the play Part1' Time. where the middle-class dinner party idly 
discusses their sports clubs while the 'round-up' of dissidents occurs outside. Pinter implies 
in Ashes to Ashes that failing to articulate any ethical response to events in history must force 
us to 'acknowledge' our part in these events. we are implicated in all the crimes against 
humanit\ committed in the cast since they are still being committed today. Through this play, 
he forces us to recognize how the 'past [is) present in our lives' (Merritt, "Harold Pinter's 
Ashes to Ashes 79). 
So how can we take responsibility for events over which we have little or no control? 
Ashes to Ashes addresses this precise question. Pinter suggests that as citizens of the world 
we are responsible for knowing what is happening in it, challenging us to confront the trauma 
of existing in a world that has seen such atrocities as the Holocaust and Bosnian ethnic 
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cleansing. In the months leading up to the writing of the play. Pinter admits to having read 
Gitta Sereny's biography of Albert Speer, one of Hitler's commanders and his Minister for 
Armaments and Mountain during much of the Second World War: 
Its a staggering book and I was ver% struck by the fact that Speer organised 
and was responsible for the slavelabour factories in Nazi Germany. Yet he was 
also, in some ways. a very civilised man and was horrified by what he saw 
when he visited the factories. The image stayed with me. Also, the fact that 
these factories had no proper lavatories and that there were these primitive 
privies on the factory floor that were, literally, full of shit. Reading the book 
also triggered lots of other associations: I've always been haunted by the 
image of Nazis picking up babies on bayonet-spikes and throwing them out of 
windows. All cruelty is monstrous but that seems particularly vile since a little 
baby is as near to innocence as you can get. I \%isn't actually sitting on holiday 
thinking I must \%rite a play about all this but, when I got back home. 
something instantly happened. I started writing, as usual, on a yellow pad with 
two characters called A (a man) and B (a woman) and the first line originally 
was him asking her 'w'hat kind of things'? (qtd. in Billington 374-375) 
The associations of Sereny's hook. Albert Speer: His Battle with Truth (1995), can be clearly 
observed in the play. Initially, the factory with the workpeople, who, as has been stated. 
"would follow Rebecca's lover over a cliff and into the sea" (Pinter, Flats 4 405) is a clear 
association of the slave labour camps in Nazi Germany, organized by Speer. And the 
improper lavatories and the primiti%e prirics on the factor) floor that Speer mentions are 
reflected in Rebecca's description of the factory, where she could not find any bathroom at 
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all. Also. the place is 'ern damp and the workpeople are not dressed suitably for the weather. 
As Billington points out, "the image inspired by the Speer book, is of a cowed workforce and 
an autocratic controller" (377). Besides, as has been seen. one of the central images of the 
play is that Rebecca's lover "walk[s] down the platform and tears] all the babies from the 
arms of their screaming mothers" (Pinter. Plays 4 419). which resonates with the image in 
Sereny's book that haunted Pinter. According to Katherine II. Berkman, "if Rebecca's former 
lover seems to be in charge of such factories and can be identified with Speer, Devlin, and 
Rebecca themselves embody Speer by playing out aspects of his character and 'his battle with 
truth — ("Harold Pinter's Ashes to .-tshes: Rebecca and Devlin as Albert Speer" 89). 
According to Plunka. "during his trial at Nuremberg. Speer began to have a change of 
conscience and gradually began to debate taking, responsibility for the Holocaust and for 
crimes he did not commit and of which he had no direct knowledge. And this admission of 
guilt becomes the collective memory that Rebecca responds to in Ashes to Ashes" (320). 
Commenting on the ideas of D. Keith Peacock that -Pinter's conception of Rebecca may 
have been inspired by an unnamed German woman, mentioned in Sereny's 'Postscript', who 
was married to an Englishman. had two children, and resided in England", Plunka mentions 
that "at the age of seventy-five. Speer had an affair with this woman who was nearly forty, 
approximately the same age as Rebecca. She was particularly impressed by Speer's book. 
Tire Secret Diarie.', which dramatically altered her guilt feelings about her German past and 
about her own persona" (320). Apparently, Rebecca and the woman who had an affair with 
Speer have parallels in their relationships and the following guilt feelings for even having 
been indirect witnesses of the Holocaust. Thus, they also share a sense of responsibility, 
which is also created in the audience with an identification of Rebecca. 
215 
One of the many questions concerning the meanings behind the text is if it is a play on 
the Holocaust. Is Rebecca a witness of the Holocaust or is she haunted by the collective and 
cultural memories constructed in its aftermath? When Mireia Aragay asks Pinter if Ashes to 
Ashes is a play about Nazism. Pinter replies as follo\¼s: 
It is about the images of Nazi Germany; I don't think anyone can ever get that 
out of their mind. The Holocaust is probably the worst thing that ever 
happened, because it 	so calculated, deliberate and precise, and so fully 
documented by the people who actually did it. [...] But it's not simply the 
Nazis that I am talkie-, about in Ashes to Ashes, because it would be a 
dereliction on m> part to simply concentrate on the Nazis and leave it at that. 
[...] The word democracy begins to stink. These things, as you can see, are on 
my mind. So in Ashes to Ashes. I'm not simply talking about the Nazis; I'm 
talking about us and our conception of our past and our history, and what it 
does to us in the present. (Pinter. Various Voices 226-228) 
According to Pinter. the play does not only focus on the Flolocaust experience. What it 
reflects actually is the contemporary audience and their sense of responsibility, not only 
towards their actions in the present. but also for the sorrows of the past, to which their only 
tie is their own humanity. if one elan is the seed and humanity is the tree, everybody is 
responsible for the other, as one is diminished by the other's death. In this regard, Rebecca is 
a character who is diminished by multiple deaths she is an indirect witness to through the 
cultural and collective memory she is exposed to. 
The stage direction for the time of the play is "now" (Pinter, Plays 4 pg-39 I), which 
addresses the contemporary audience in each production of the play. Thus, the play will aim 
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at urging the responsibility in its audience as long as it is staged. Even though the light in the 
room becomes "vet bright but does not illumine the roont- ( Pinter. Plu'w 4 393), it will 
always illumine the conscience of the audience. On the other hand, considering the time of 
the play as 'nog%', bearing in mind that the play was first produced in 1996. one can easily 
assume that Rebecca or Devlin could not have experienced the I lolocaust. As Plunka argues, 
"since Pinter designates that the play occurs 'now'. which at the time of the writing was 
1996. Rebecca. in her forties. could not have personally experienced the Holocaust; even if 
she were forty-nine years old, her birth would have been in 1947" (323). In the play, even 
though she identifies herself with the Ilolocaust survivors and recounts the events as if she 
personally experienced them. at the same time she openly denies having experienced them. 
She says. "nothing has ever happened to rne. Nothing has ever happened to any of my 
friends. I have never suffered. Nor have my friends' (Pinter. Plays 4 413). 
There are haunting images of the Holocaust in the play. Even though it addresses 
more universal issues. each dreamlike sequence narrated by Rebecca resonates with the 
Holocaust, or actually with the representations of it. Pinter's own words are noteworthy in 
this sense: 
I think that one of the things that was happening to me when I was writing the 
play is the realization that what %%e term "atrocities" and "catastrophes" 
throughout the world -by the way, not, by any means, limited to what 
happened in the Holocaust—there is a Holocaust more or less every day of the 
week. Certainl-, the Holocaust images do stay with me. The are all contained 
within people's experience. [...] the woman [Rebecca] that I felt to be 
haunted and, if "ou like, possessed—by this world around her, which, I 
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remind you, she had never herself experienced—I mean. she had never herself 
gone through ani of these things at all. and. I hope that that's made absolutely 
clear in the play. So that we're talking about, I think. we're talking about a 
haunted person, and a man who really essentially wants to bring her back to 
just the ordered state of atiairs... (qtd. in Merritt. "Harold Pinter's Ashes to 
Ashes" 74-75; emphasis in original) 
In this regard. Pinter reflects upon how history is full of "atrocities" and "catastrophes" by 
using intaues from the \VOrst atrocit% ever, the Holocaust. He uses a very familiar setting, a 
comfortable house in the countr% with a garden, which might very well be in England. 
However, the garden beyond, "created it all by yourself' [Rebecca] (Pinter, Plays 4 424), can 
turn out to be somewhere with a history of atrocities and catastrophes, and therefore could be 
placed anywhere in the twentieth century Europe. As Billington states. "this elegant country 
drawing-room opens up into European history" (377). 
In contrast to plays such as One fir the Road and .1fountain Language, which are set 
in prisons and detention centres. Ashes to Ashes gives the impression of bourgeois comfort 
and security: a house in the countr\ with armchairs and a garden beyond the living room. As 
in OldTimes. here we have two characters, Devlin and Rebecca, apparently husband and 
wife, within a domestic space. 'an impenetrable haven from the ravages of the public, 
historical and political realms,' (Silverstein, "Talking about Some Kind of Atrocity" 75) 
recounting memories of times past. The setting creates an opposition between the private 
relationship and the public events described that is gradually eroded by the play's actions. 
Eventually the private becomes the public as the lighting gradually dims from a well-defined 
space to an 'amorphous and permeable' (Silverstein, "Talking about Some Kind of Atrocity" 
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75) space which is penetrated by the images Rebecca imagines and retells. Even though most 
of them are part of collective and cultural memory. Ashes to Ashes contains a lot of images 
that evoke the Holocaust. Initially, Rebecca's lover's occupation is that of a guide who is 
highly respected by the workpeople in the factory for his "purity" and "conviction" (Pinter, 
Plats 4 405). Drawing from Manuela M. Reiter. Plunka points out that "one translation of the 
German 'Fihrer', besides 'leader', is also guide. %0hich ironically may refer to his role in 
deportations". and he states that the words "purity" and "conviction" are euphemisms or code 
%%ords that call to mind the justification for Nazi genocide (322). Later, Rebecca tells Devlin 
that in a house in Dorset, she saw ,-aides ushering a crowd of people "across the cliffs and 
down to the sea" (Pinter. Plays 4 416). This image is reminiscent of the previous image of 
workpeople, who "would follow her lover over a cliff and into to the sea" (Pinter. Plays 4 
405). Meanwhile. Rebecca hears a police siren, and she gets upset. The police siren also 
resonates with Holocaust experiences, while it stands for state oppression. Penelope Prentice 
argues that "the sound triggered a free association to the Gestapo sirens signalling people 
forcibly taken during the Nazi I-Iolocaust" (Prentice 369). And Plunka also comments on the 
associations brought about by police siren in Holocaust survivors: "Strangely enough, 
Holocaust survivors often have mentioned that police sirens can be prompts that elicit latent 
or repressed visions of life in the concentration camps' (322). 
Rebecca's description of the railway station. \%here her lover "w+walk[s) down the 
platform and tears] all the babies from the anus of their screaming mothers" (Pinter, Plays 4 
419). calls to mind another association with the Holocaust, but it can also be anywhere, 
drenched in the blood of innocent people throughout the history of the world. She says that 
the city was "frozen [...I and the snow was a funny colour. It wasn't white. Well it was white 
but there were other colours in it. It was as if there were veins running through it" (Pinter, 
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Plays 4 4l8). 'I he picture drawn by Rebecca is that of a railway station in a frozen city, the 
surrounding area covered with snow, and the tunny colour is because of the mud and blood in 
it. The trains in this railway station might be bound for Auschwitz. Rebecca also says: "When 
I got to the railway station I saw the train. Other people were there" ((Pinter. Plays 4 418). 
This speech calls to mind the deportation of the victims to the eetermination camps, and 
combined with image of the railway station it is reminiscent of the entrance gates of 
Auschwitz. 
Rebecca is haunted by the images and memories of the past. Her reminiscences spring 
up in the midst of everyday conversation and as Devlin forces her to remember what 
happened in her past, he takes the role of a Nazi torturer in her memory-. Through the mind of 
Rebecca we are taken on the journey of the memories of the war that constantly haunt her. 
The title, Ashes to Ashes, is not explained until near the end of the play when Rebecca 
begins to sing a song that begins, 'ashes to ashes, dust to dust." Phis passage is a Biblical 
allusion: In the sweat of thy thee shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for out 
of it was thou taken; for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.` This passage from 
Genesis3:l9 suggests that we come from dust and in our death, we return to dust. It is not 
mere chance that this passage is often quoted during funeral services, nor is it a chance that 
Pinter places this passage in a Jewish llolocaust play that reminds us that millions of Jews 
were not only murdered and cremated by the Nazis, but they were also denied a decent burial. 
The one-act play is set in "e house in the country with a "large window" and a 
"garden beyond' (Pinter, Pays 4 393). The time is "early evening" in "summer' (Pinter, 
Plays 4 393). The room, where the action takes place, "darkens' and `the lamplight 
inlens jes" during the course of the event (Pinter, Plays 4 393). In a very Pinteresque way, 
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the play opens in media., res with Rebecca and Devlin talking. The opening situation reminds 
us of an interrogatory, with Devlin standing while Rebecca is sitting. Disturbed by the 
information she now divulges, Devlin is eager to know more about this relationship and 
incessantly presses her for more details. Holding a tumbler in his hand, Devlin assumes the 
interrogator's position in an attitude evocative of Nicholas in One for the Road The 
interrogatory, a recurrent motif in Pinter's dramatic work, defines a power relationship, 
where one of the interlocutors tries to subjugate the other. That is what occurs, for example, 
in The Birthday Party. The Hothouse. and One for the Road. Albeit in the menacing 
atmosphere prevailing in all of these plays there are important differences that should be 
stressed. Whereas the former two are made up of farcical devices, such as "riddles, children's 
game lines, music hall cross-talk routines" (Innes 284), which create a comic effect despite 
the general atmosphere of terror that prevails in the end, One for the Road, with its clearer 
political connotation, leaves no doubt about the authorially intended reception-perspective. 
The exchange between the figures becomes less evocative of a stock comedy, leaving the 
menace of power completely bare and closer to reality. If; on the one hand. Ashes to Ashes 
has in common with One for the Road the lack of a blatant comic effect, on the other, it 
differs from it in that menace in .-LOlrxs to .-fshc'.s is almost exclusively exerted at the 
p~\chological level. Even if De' fin functions mostly as a tail to Rebecca, they both rise 
above the type as exemplified by the figures in Pinter's political plays. 
In the stage directions, Pinter notes. "The roam darkens during the course of the play" 
(Pinter. Plays 4 393), which refers to the increasingly somber mood of the two characters as 
tensions begin to mount. Yet Pinter also \%rites. "The lamplight has become vex' bright but 
does not illumine the room" (Pinter, Plats 4 393). Susan Hollis Merritt's interpretation is 
useful here: "This is a crucial stage direction. Pinter suggests that, whereas 'the room' is not 
221 
being 'illumine[d]' by the lamplight, something-something else-is being illuminated-or 
understood-in a new way" (Merritt, "Harold Pinter's Ashes to Ashes 77). Moreover, as Marc 
SiI erstein has mentioned, this intense lamp light has transformed the quiet of a country room 
into an interrogation center reminiscent of the setting for several other of Pinter's political 
plays (Silverstein. "Talking About Some Kind of Atrocit\" 75). 
The play revolves around two characters. Devlin and Rebecca, whose relationship 
seems analogous to the relationship shared between Dusty and Terry in that, not only are they 
husband and wife, they also share a precarious dialogue with one another. Within the sparse 
setting that they occup) (t%%o chairs, a table with a lamp. and a window that overlooks a 
garden), their conversation is centered on Devlin's attempt to reconstruct Rebecca's past 
experiences \p ith a former lover. As this is a figure to whom Devlin has no prior knowledge, 
he obsesses over uncovering any and all details about his wife's past experiences with this 
mysterious figure. As his tone switches back and forth between filial affection and aggressive 
interrogation. Rebecca replies at times concretely. and at others evasively with facts and 
details that ultimately may or may not be completely authentic. The crux of the play comes in 
her partial. subjective construction of history that eventually becomes enmeshed within an 
alternate narrative that is recognizably a Holocaust-style narrative. It is in this verbal power 
struggle with one another that Pinter invests their discourse with a tone that is decidedly 
political blended with the personal and domestic conflict. And it is in the allusions to a 
historic trauma narrative that Ashes to Ashes confronts the vicissitudes of political empathy. 
When the play begins. Pinter sets up their relationship in spatial terms as Rebecca sits 
while Devlin stands over her drinking his beverage. Michael Killington describes the sparse 
theatricality of the Royal Court production as having had the effect of both characters 
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occupying their separate spaces x0 ho b% the end had sunken into the crevices of their 
respective chairs (383). The tension between the two is driven further by the nature of 
Rebecca's opening recollections: 
Rebecca: Well.... for example ... he would stand over me and clench his fist. 
And then he'd put his other hand on ni\ neck and grip it and bring my head 
towards him. I lis fist ... crazed m\ mouth. And he'd say, 'Kiss my fist.' 
Devlin: And did you? 
Rebecca: Oh \es. I kissed his fist. The knuckles. And then he'd open his hand 
and give me the palm of his hand ... to kiss ... which I kissed. 
Pause. 
And then I would speak. 
Devlin: What did \ou say? You said what? What did you say? 
Pause. 
Rebecca: I said. 'Put your hand round my throat.' I murmured it through his 
hand as I was kissing it, but he heard my voice, he heard it through his hand, 
he felt tn\ voice in his hand, he heard it there. 
Silence. (Pinter. Plans 4 395-396) 
Although the beginning of the narrative implies that she is recounting a brutal act of violation 
on the part of her lover, it becomes (somewhat) apparent that she is a willing participant in 
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the sado-erotic gestures. Whether or not she is truly a willing participant. Pinter colours their 
sexualitN in terms of power and submission. Her lover's movements recall the gestures 
performed by Nicholas in One /?r the Rood where he places his index and pinkie fingers 
directly in front of Victor's eyes as a sign of his absolute power over him. 
As Rebecca's details become more explicit, so too does Devlin's insistence that he 
know the minutiae of their sexual performance: 
Devlin: And did he? Did he put his hand round your throat? 
Rebecca: Oh yes. He did. He did. And he held it there, eery gently, ,er% 
gently, so gently. He adored me. you see. 
Devlin: He adored you? 
Purse. 
What do you mean, he adored you:' What do you mean? 
Pause. 
Are you saying he put no pressure on your throat? Is that what you're saying? 
Rebecca: No. 
Devlin: What then'' What are you saying? 
Rebecca: He put a little.. pressure.. on my throat, yes. So that my head started 
to go back, gently but truly. 
Devlin: And your body? Where did your body go? 
Rebecca: My body went back. slowly but truly. 
Devlin: So your legs were opening? 
Rebecca: Yes. 
Pause 
Devlin: Your legs were opening? 
Rebecca: Yes. 
Silence. (Pinter, Plays 4 396-397) 
Rebecca's responses to her lover's questions show whether or not she would enjoy the torture 
that he threatens her with. Whereas that conversation had a double meaning in being both 
playful spousal talk as well as spiteful sarcasm, the sado-erotic performance by Rebecca and 
her lover underscores a tetishized submission between the two. The pauses following 
l)evlin's questions suggest that in her narrative Rebecca feels no real urgency to address all of 
his inquiries. It suggests a one-sided conversation in which she may be simply lost in her 
memory. The pauses also underscore the gravity of her revelations as Devlin voyeuristically 
insists on understanding not only each gesture as it is performed, but also the meaning 
underling each act. He later explains to her: 
You understand why I'm asking you these questions. Don't you? Put yourself 
in my place. I'm compelled to ask you questions. There are so many things 
don't know. I know nothing... about am of this. Nothing. I'm in the dark. I 
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need light [...] It Would mean a great deal to me if you could define him more 
clearly. (Pinter. Plats 4 399) 
Devlin's rhetoric is loaded with significance in that it is not enough to simply be told %%,hat 
had happened; he needs further ocular clarity in order to fully know about Rebecca's 
experiences. Indeed, Devlin's demand for ocular proof is reflected in the stage details as 
Pinter dictates: "The roan: darkens during the course of the pla . The lamplight intensifies. 
BY the end of the play the room and the garden beyond are only dimll , defaced. The lamplight 
has become i'en• bright but does not illumine the room" (Pinter, Plans 4 393). 
He cannot truly understand and know her past without literally seeing what it is that 
she saw. Without more concrete definition, he does not have full control of the picture that 
she is presenting to him. As he further inquires: 
I mean. \Ghat did he actually look like? If you see what I mean? Length, 
breadth ... that sort of thin,.,. Height. width. I mean, quite apart from his.. 
.disposition, what that may have been ... or his character.. .or his spiritual.. 
.standing ... I just want, well, I need ... to have a clearer idea of him ... well, 
not a clearer idea ... just an idea, in fact ... because I have absolutely no idea 
... as things stand ... of what he looked like. I mean, what did he look like? 
Can't you give him a shape for me, a concrete shape? I want a concrete image 
of him, you see .. , an image I can carry about with me. I mean, all you talk of 
are his hands, one hand over `our face, the other on the back of your neck, 
then the first one on your throat. There must be more to him than hands. What 
about eyes'' Did he have any eves? (Pinter, Plays 4 399-400) 
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There is desperation in the tone of his insistent questioning. While he may be interested in 
questions about his character or spiritual standing, for Devlin, such information does not gain 
him authentic access to her memories, lie explains to her that without the precise 'concrete' 
image of her lover, he cannot lay claim to the memory itself, and by extension her past. This 
desire to know is all the more clarified in his focus on her former lover's eyes. As Nicholas 
says to Victor at the end of Scene I in One / r the Road, "Your soul shines out of your eyes" 
(Pinter, P1av 4 233). And as he has the power to wave his fingers in front of Victor's eyes, he 
in turn has the power to lay claim to Victor's soul. Therefore, what Pinter sets up for the 
audience is a relationship defined in part by De%lin's desire to lay claim to Rebecca's past. By 
controlling her past, he controls her. In this sense, his demand to know these details becomes 
analogous to the control wielded by Rebecca's lover over her. 
The pauses that folio\\ se'era4 of Devlins questions in the first passage reveal the 
struggle for power that underlies their discourse. This comes up in her seeming indifference 
to many of his, albeit repetitive, queries. In response to his demand to know about the details 
of his physical features, she explains: 
Rebecca: I can't tell you vhat he looked like. 
Devlin: Have you forgotten? 
Rebecca: No. I haven't forgotten. But that's not the point. Anyway, he went 
away years ago [...]. ((Pinter, Plui•s 4 402) 
Rebecca's responses certainly seem to imply that she does know the answers to his queries, 
but she chooses not to reveal such information to him. As she ambiguously explains. "that's 
not the point." Perhaps from her perspective, the importance of the memory lies not in the 
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way he looked, but rather in hip actions, which later in the play are revealed to be rather 
sinister. Whatever the point may be. it is apparent that her withholding such information 
reflects a desire on her part to maintain ownership over her memories and, in a broader sense, 
her past. Clearly, this is the most significant distinction between her relationships with these 
two men—a distinction that she would perhaps prefer to uphold. Whereas her memories of 
her former lover are defined by her sado-erotic sexual submission, she maintains a stronger 
sense of empowerment with Devlin. 
Throughout the play. Rebecca's challenge to Devlin's authority and power is reflected 
in her simple gesture of deflecting attention awa) from the points that he is attempting to 
address: 
Devlin: [...] when exactly did you meet him? [... 
Rebecca: By the way. there's something I've been dying to tell you [...] It was 
when I was writing a note, a few notes for the laundry. Well ... to put it bluntly 
a laundry list. Well, I put my pen on that little coffee table and it rolled off 
[...] This pen. this perfectly innocent pen. 
Devlin: You can't know it was innocent. 
Rebecca: Why not" 
Devlin: Because you don't know where it had been. You don't know how 
many other hands have held it, how many other hands have written with it, 
\k hat other people have been doing with it. You know nothing of its history. 
You know nothing of its parents' history. ((Pinter. Plays 4 409--410) 
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Her disregard for his specific question underscores the precarious nature of their discourse. 
On a basic level. Rebecca is simply changing the subject to one that she perhaps sees as being 
just as notable, or irrelevant, as the details that Devlin is after. The absurd importance that she 
places on the event of the pen rolling off the table signifies the disregard that she feels 
towards Devlin's authority. Devlin's response to her further illustrates the importance he 
places on kno\\ ing the full concrete details of Rebecca's history. To know an object's history 
is to knov+ the full character of the object itself. Thus, to Devlin. the amalgam of the pen's 
history becomes analogous to Rebecca's body and past. 
The gulf separating the two becomes more pronounced as Rebecca continues to 
challenge Devlin's assertions, which in turn become more and more domineering. Rebecca 
follows up Devlin's remark about the pen's parents by stating: 
Rebecca: A pen has no parents. 
Pause. 
Devlin: You can't sit there and say things like that [...] I'm saying that you're 
not entitled to sit in that chair or on any other chair and say things like that [...] 
Rebecca: I'm not entitled to say things like what? 
Devlin: That that pen was innocent. 
Rebecca: You think it was guilty'? 
Silence. (Pinter, Plans 4 41 1) 
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Rebecca's statements could be perceived as playful spousal teasing or a reflection of her 
disregard for Devlin's authority, or perhaps a combination of both. Devlin. on the other hand, 
feels that it is within his purview to determine 'hat Rebecca is or is not permitted to say. It is 
in this regard that Pinter casts Devlin as a politically authoritarian figure who bemoans, "I'm 
letting you off the hook. Have you noticed? I'm letting you slip" (Pinter, Plugs 4 412). In 
forgiving Rebecca for her insolence, Devlin assumes the mantle of a paternalistic superior 
who, up until the pen diatribe, had had his position tested by Rebecca. Although his dialogue 
could also be seen as playful spousal teasing in the same \%ay that Rebecca's could, Devlin's 
behavior towards Rebecca shows his passive aggressive response to her repeated questioning. 
On the surface it could be interpreted as just teasing his wife, but underlying this playfulness 
is the shadow of plain malevolence. 
The impulse that drives De\ lin's authoritarian behavior becomes all the more apparent 
as he reflects on the possibilit\ that he is the one who is losing touch with his ability to 
maintain his position as reflected in his inabilith to get Rebecca to provide him a full picture 
of her lover: 
Devlin: Or perhaps it's the who's slipping. It's dangerous. Do you notice? I'm 
in a quicksand. 
Rebecca: Like God. 
Devlin: God? God? You think God is sinking into a quicksand? That's what I 
would call a truly disgusting perception. If it can be dignified by the word 
perception. Be careful how you talk about God. lies the only God 	ha\e. If 
you let him go he won't come back. He won't even look back over his 
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shoulder. And then what will you do? You know what it'll be like, such a 
vacuum? It'll be like England playing Brazil at Wembley and not a soul in the 
stadium. Can you imagine? Playing both halves to a totally empty house. The 
game of the centur\. Absolute silence. Not a soul watching. Absolute silence. 
Apart from the referee's whistle and a fair bit of fucking and blinding. If you 
turn away from God it means that the great and noble game of soccer will fall 
into permanent oblivion. No score for extra time after extra time after extra 
time, no score for time everlasting, for time without end. Absence. Stalemate. 
Paralysis. A world Without a winner. (Pinter. Plays 4 412) 
It is in Devlin's form of theology that he foments his sense of absolute power in his 
relationship with Rebecca. His reflections on the necessity 01' acknowledgement from a 
higher authority shows his precarious position about his own 'stalemate' condition in this 
entire discourse between subject and object. Without the sanction implied in the recognition 
by God, there is no longer any purpose to one's actions. 
Compounding this sentiment is Devlin's belief in a world divided between winners 
and losers. Without such a stark polarity of roles, the world loses meaning and purpose. As he 
explains in his credo: 
Devlin: Fuck the best man, that's always been my motto. It's the man who 
ducks his head and moves on through no matter what wind or weather who 
gets there in the end. A man with guts and application. 
Pa use. 
A man who doesn't give a shit. 
A man with a rigid sense of duty. 
Puu.se. 
There's no contradiction between those last two statements. 
Believe me. (Pinter. Plays 4 41 5) 
Blinded by his own obsession with power it comes as no surprise that he would contradict 
himself so blatantly. The diatribe recalls Goldberg's credo in The Birthday Pam: 
All my life I've said the same. Play up. play up. and pla\ the came. I lonour 
thy father and thy Mother. All along the line. Follow the line, the line. 
McCann. and \ou can't go wrong. What do you think. I'm a self-made man? 
No! I sat where I was told to sit. (Pinter, Plays 1 71) 
Like Goldberg. Devlin's sense of obedience to a higher authority (for Devlin. God; for 
Goldberg. society) is equaled in magnitude only by his egoistic sense of self. As such, Devlin 
thinks in terms of the haves and have-nots thus, his wife is an object to possess. On the 
opposite end of the discourse is Rebecca's insolent response to Devlin in her supposition that 
God himself is slipping. Indeed, in a societ\ defined by its history of atrocities and 
oppression that the play will later expound upon, it becomes very easy to assume that God is 
becoming more and more absent. 
Intriguingly. Rebecca at one point experiences a level of anxiety similar to Devlin's 
paranoia about a world without a larger recognition watching over all. 
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Well I'm just terribly upset. 
Pause. 
I'm just incredibly upset. 
Pause. 
Don't you want to know why? Well, I'm going to tell you anyway. If I can't tell 
'ou who can I tell? \Fell. I'll tell you anyway. It just hit me so hard. You see 
... as the siren faded away in my ears I knew it was becoming louder and 
louder for someone else. [...] I hate it fading away. I hate it echoing away. I 
hate it leaving me. I hate losing it. I hate somebody else possessing it. I want it 
to be mine, all the time. It's such a beautiful sound. Don't you think? (Pinter, 
Plays 4 407-408) 
As seen earlier, the pauses stand in for the couple's apparent lack of empathy for each other's 
experiences. Here, Rebecca oices unease %erg much akin to Dev tin's prior statement in that 
she fears the loss of an acknowledgement that is produced b\ a siren that she sees as 
addressing her. Like Mel s devotion to "the list" in The Rirthcdai' Party that, in her mind, 
justifies the presence of her boarding house, so too does Rebecca depend upon the siren's 
significance as acknowledging her presence. Indeed, her anxiety is Further qualified by her 
fear that someone else %k 111 possess it. as the sound of the siren becomes fainter to her and 
stronger for someone else. She wants to lay claim to the authorit\ invested within the siren, 
just as Devlin desires to la \ claim to her memories and thus her total sense of self. The 
passage qualifies her resistance to Deviin's questions (as well as frames the final scene of the 
play). What is at stake here for Rebecca is not merely an unease about her partner knowing 
all the minutiae of her previous relationship, it is also the space of her experience and history 
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that is on unstable footing. Therefore. as Devlin pries more and more into her narrative, the 
more she loses sole authority to define the meaning, of her memories. 
As Rebecca's memories become more and more specific, the play itself becomes even 
more amorphously political. As she continues to reconstruct her past, she reveals various 
cryptic details about her former lover's occupation. At the start he is described as some form 
of travel agent or guide: 
Rebecca: I lis job took him away. He had a job. (...] I think it had something to 
do with a travel agency. I think he was some kind of courier. No. No. he 
wasn't. That was only a parttime job. I mean that was only part of the job in 
the agency. He was quite high up. you see. Ile had a lot of responsibilities. He 
was a guide, you see. A guide. 
Devlin: A tourist guide? 
Pau., e 
Rebecca: Did I ever tell you about that place.. .about the time he took me to 
that place? (Pinter. Plats 4 402-403) 
It is evident that her recollections are largely fragmented and unstable, given that she is not 
entirely clear exactly what his occupation officially was. In and of itself this is not too 
remarkable of a factor given that she is recounting the past. Yet, Pinter wants to make it clear 
that Rebecca's narrative is unstable in its authenticity. As she continues to recall more cryptic 
details about his occupation. she explains: 
Rebecca: Oh, it was a kind of factory. I suppose. 
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Devlin: What do you mean, a kind of factory? Was it a factory or wasn't it? 
And if it was a factory, what kind of factory was it? 
Rebecca: Nell, they were making things—.just like any other factory. But it 
wasn't the usual kind of factory. (Pinter. Pluvs 4 404) 
Again. Devlin's semantic quibbles reflect his unrelenting desire to know as much concrete 
detail as possible in order to fully grasp all facets of her past. There is no room for ambiguity 
in his perceptions. Either something is. or it is not. 
As Rebecca continues her subjective narrative, the details she provides become more 
and more telling of the broader picture she is attempting to construct: 
Rebecca: They were all wearing caps... the workpeople... soft caps.. .and they 
took them off when he came in. leading me, when he led me down the alleys 
between the rows of workpeople. 
Devlin: They took their caps off? You mean they doffed them? 
Rebecca: Yes. 
Devlin: Why did they do that? 
Rebecca: He told me afterwards it as because they had such great respect for 
him. 
Devlin: Why? 
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Rebecca: Because he ran a really tight ship, he said. They had total faith in 
him. The\ respected his ...purity, his ... conviction. They would follow him 
over a cliff and into the sea, if lie asked them, he said. And sing in a chorus, as 
long as he led them. They were in fact very musical, he said. (Pinter, Platys 4 
405) 
Rebecca does not kno\\ v.hy the workers doffed their caps. She knows only that what her 
fonner lover had told her at that time. Arid naturally, his explanation is fairly sell-
aggrandizing. Although they could have been doing so out of fear and retribution for a 
perceived insolence. from her former lover's point of view they did so out of respect for his 
authority. The invocation of purity recalls Lionel's claim in The New World Order that his job 
as torturer makes him "feel so pure" (Pinter. Plugs 4 277). Pinter clearly favors this 
terminology in that it characterizes how dictatorial authority perceives itself—as always 
acting in the cleanest. purest principles. All else is tainted and in need of cleansing. 
Rebecca further elaborates on her former lover's identity with a rather jarring detail 
that provides further indication of the basis of the memory she is attempting to reconstruct: 
"He did work for a travel agency. He was a guide. Ile used to go to the local railway station 
and walk down the platform and tear all the babies from the arms of their screaming mothers. 
Pause" (Pinter. Plugs 4 406-407). The discordant recollection theatrically jars both Devlin 
and audience, as her picture comes to resemble narratives of Nazi atrocities during the 
Holocaust. Audiences were perhaps cued to this characteristic by her descriptions of the 
factory where the workers had to doff their caps to their superior. At this point, audiences are 
no longer certain as to the authenticity of her recollections. It does not seem apparent at all 
that Rebecca truly lived through these experiences, especially given that the setting details 
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state that the time period in which the play takes place is "Now" (Pinter. /'hits 4 391). Pinter 
remarks on his characterization of Rebecca: 
From illy point of view, the woman is simply haunted by the world that she's 
been born into, by all atrocities that have happened. In fact they seem to have 
become a part of her on experience, although in my view she hasn't actually 
experienced them herself. That's the whole point of the play. (Pinter, Various 
1 ,ices 226) 
Thus. Rebecca is cast as an empathetic character. sensitive to the history of oppression 
through which her contemporary society was horn. Many of the details that form Rebecca's 
recollections come from Pinter's own knowledge of Nazi atrocities. It has been mentioned 
earlier that the references to the factory and the reference to the lack of proper sanitation 
correlates to Rebecca's recollection came from his reading of a biography on Albert Speer. 
Thus. Pinter transfers his own self-awareness of images of atrocity onto Rebecca's memories, 
which may not have necessarily happened to her, but are still nevertheless a part of her. Like 
Pinter. Rebecca is also haunted by such a past. The difference between the two though is that 
while Pinter is free to express his political aesthetic through the gauze of his drama, Rebecca 
is afforded no such expressive freedom as Devlin usurps her memory of this experience: 
Devlin: Now let me say this. A little while ago you made ... shall we say ... 
you made a somewhat oblique reference to your bloke.. .your lover' ?...and 
babies and mothers. etc. And platforms. I inferred from this that you were 
talking about some kind of atrocity. No let me ask you this. What authority 
do \ou think \ru \ourself possess '%hick would give you the right to discuss 
such an atrocity? 
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Rebecca: I have no such authority. Nothing has ever happened to me. Nothing 
has ever happened to any of my friends. I have never suffered. Nor have my 
friends. 
De v lin: Good. (Pinter, Plays 4 413) 
Thus. Devlin denies Rebecca the space to occupy such memories, regardless of whether or 
not the% truly took place, nor «h\ she feels a connection to such a past. Furthermore, rather 
than characterize his chastisement in terms of psychological counseling, he instead challenges 
her lack of authority in laying claim to such memories. Indeed. DevIiri's rebuke forces 
Rebecca into submission as she must repeat his demands back to him in order to placate him. 
She is forced to distance herself from the memories themselves. The distance is not 
completely enforced though, as she later reflects upon a dream that she had: 
Reheccca: I walked out into the frozen city. Even the mud was frozen f..] And 
%~ hen I. got to the railway station I saw the train. Other people were there. 
Pause. 
And my best friend, the man I had given my heart to, the man 1 knew was the 
man for me moment we met, ►n\ dear. my most precious companion. 
watched him walk down the platform and tear all the babies from the arms of 
their screaming mothers. 
Silence. 
Devlin: Did you see Kim and the kids? 
She looks at him. 
You were going to see Kim and the kids today. 
She stares at him. 
Your sister Kim and the kids. 
Rebecca: Oh. Kim! And the kids. 'es, Yes. Yes, of course I saw them. (Pinter. 
Plai's 4 4 S-4l9) 
Devlin denies the performance of suffering in the face of historic atrocity by bringing her out 
of her recollection and back into the present. His disregard for what Rebecca has to say 
reflects his desire to deny not only her attempt to lay claim to those details, but also his desire 
to maintain authority over the construction of her memories. 
The impact of denying her the space of political empathy is further reflected in her 
hazy recollections of observing two moments of presumably forced exodus. In one 
recollection she recalls looking out of a window from a very high position in Dorset at a 
group of individuals carrying suitcases and being led out into the sea by various guides: "The 
guides....+.ere ushering all these people across the beach. And I saw all these people walk into 
the sea. The tide covered them slowly. Their bags bobbed about in the waves" (Pinter, Plays 
4 416). In yet another memory, she recalls observing an old man and a little boy carrying 
suitcases, followed by a oman with a baby all walking down a street in the same direction. 
The common element in both of these narratives, other than her observation of people being 
led away in some form, is that she observes both events from "a room at the top of a very tall 
building" (Pinter. Plays 4 426). What is also reflected in both of these narrative recollections 
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is Rebecca's passivity. In both memories she is a passive observer separated by the 
boundaries of the window she is looking through, and the high position that she occupies. 
Thus, while she may feel some tangible connection to what are abstract images of 
presumably enforced evictions, her position does not change from passive to active. In her 
recollections she is a silent observer of political oppression. 
Towards the end of the play though. Rebecca does attempt to further connect with the 
second dream narrative of the woman with the baby. It is Rebecca's one attempt at 
communing with the realities of the atrocities that she has tried to reconstruct. In the last 
scene of the play. Rebecca enters a sort of empathic reverie as she substitutes the woman's 
subjectivity with her own: 
Rebecca: She stood still. She kissed tier baby. The baby was a girl. 
Pause. 
She kissed her. 
Pause. 
She listened to the baby's heartbeat. The baby's heart was beating. 
The light in the room has darkened. The lamps are very bright. Rebecca sits 
very still. 
The baby was breathing. 
Pause. 
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I held her to me. She was breathing. Her heart was beating. (Pinter. Plays 4 
427-428) 
The details of setting imply that Rebecca's reverie becomes some form of Devlin's earlier 
demand for "light" ((Pinter. Plays 4 399) in order to fully know who her former lover was. 
Hence, her willingness to empathize with the \\oman's experience becomes her way of 
attempting to fully understand the nature of the atrocity of which she is trying to bear witness. 
In turn, De\iin attempts to substitute his own subjectivity in the role of her former lover: 
Devlin goes to her. He stands over her and looks down at her. He clenches his 
fist and holds it in front other fuce. He puts his left hand behind her neck and 
grips it. He brings her head towards his fist. Ilis.fist touches her mouth. 
Devlin: hiss In\' fist. 
She does not move He opens his hand and places the palm of his hand on her 
1710Uth. She does not move. 
Devlin: Speak. Say it. Say 'Put your hand round my throat.' 
She does not speak. 
Ask me to put my hand round your throat. 
She sloes not speak or move. 
He puts his hand on her throat. He presses gently. Her head goes back. They 
are still. (Pinter. Plays 4 428) 
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His attempt to finally la\ claim to an authentic representation of Rebecca's prior experiences 
with her former lover is done through the mimicry of the gestures that she described. If he 
can imitate what her former lover did, then perhaps he can finally possess the memory itself. 
Rebecca's response denies this performance full agency. however, as she does not react in the 
\%a\ that she had described. Her only recognizable response comes after Devlin applies force 
to his action—making it less of an erotic act and more of an act of aggression. Thus, he is 
denied this space of performed memory. 
Rebecca's denial of Dev lira's attempts propels her reverie forward as a theatrical 
ECHO now follows her recollections: 
She streaks. There' is an echo. His grip) loosens. 
Rebecca: They took us to the trains 
ECHO: the trains. 
He takes his hand tram her throat. 
Rebecca: They were taking the babies away 
ECHO: the babies away 
Pause. 
Rebecca: I took inv baby and wrapped it in my shawl 
ECHO: my shawl 
Rebecca: Arid I made it into a bundle 
ECHO: a bundle. (Pinter, Pluts 4 429) 
The echo, on the one hand. could reflect an actual conversation with the past in that her 
statements garner a response. On the other hand. the echo only repeats fragments of her 
experience implying that ultimately she is in a vacuum of histor'. This echo contains a kind 
of evocative beauty for an audience; it powerfully conjures the voices of the women who 
have one before her, and continue to suffer today. Yet it also surrounds Rebecca with a 
vacuum, cutting her off from communication with another because of her sacrifice, which she 
ultimately denies. It is this denial that leads to Rebecca's fate as a victim of atrocity. Pinter, in 
this play. is engaging with the history of world politics through his depiction of this male-
female relationship. However, it suggests that it is Rebecca's vulnerability as a woman, as a 
mother, which leaves her open to the victimization of history. As she continues: 
Rebecca: And the man called me back 
Echo: called me back 
Rebecca: And he said what do you have there 
Echo: have there 
Rebecca: He stretched out his hand for the bundle 
Echo: for the bundle 
Rebecca: And I gave him the bundle 
Echo: the bundle 
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Rebecca: And that's the last time I held the bundle 
Echo: the bundle 
Silence. (Pinter. Plays 4 430-431) 
The silence, as opposed to a pause, seems to imply silent suffering at the gravity of the 
mother's loss of her child. After the mournful silence, Rebecca narrates entering the train and 
arriving at some place %,,here she comes across a woman that she knew who asks her about 
her baby: 
Rebecca: And I said what baby 
Echo: %%hat bab' 
Rebecca: I don't have a baby 
Echo: a baby 
Rebecca: I don't know of any baby 
Echo: of anv baby 
Pause 
Rebecca: I don't know of any baby 
Long Silence. Blackout. (Pinter, Plays 4 432-433) 
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Rebecca's denial of the presence of a baby is tilled with significance. f ler grief is potentially 
overcome by her desire to repress the tragedy of the actions of the "guide" at the train station, 
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who up until nmv had been her former lover whom she had observed doing this action to 
other mothers. Rebecca's tragedy is that the memory of the loss still haunts her, no matter 
how many times she may repress the presence of the baby. Regardless of the possible literal 
interpretations, she is clearly attempting to move closer and closer to the actual experiences 
of the atrocities. 
Man) critics have attempted to qualify Rebecca's actions in this last scene as some 
form of triumph of her empathy in the midst of Devlin's autocratic personality. Katherine 
Burkman, in "Harold Pinter's Ashes to .ashes; Rebecca and Devlin as Albert Speer," argues 
that Rehecca narration implies that in embracing the realities of the shared experience she 
can now move towards a fuller lifwith the ability to truly empathize with the political 
realities around her (94). Francis Gillen in "1 history as a Single Act: Pinter's Ashes to Ashes" 
also argues that Rebecca ultimately is strengthened by the experience through her desire to 
identify and empathize with the victims of atrocity; she "discovers her own power [...I to 
reshape herself as a non-\ ictim" (91). While these are valid ways of appropriating her 
narrative, it is undeniable that there is some correlation between Devlin's inability to lay full 
claim to her memories and her own inability to posit herself in a position of political agency. 
Rebecca does. after all. perform the rote of the passive observer throughout the play as well 
as deny the presence of a baby to someone who as not it perceived threat. Indeed. she is not 
even literally present at the moment of the train station. by Pinter's own admission. 
Therefore, Rebecca's role serves a tar more complex purpose within Ashes to Ashes 
subtle political exposition. At one point in the play, Rebecca recalls learning about a 
condition called "menial elephantiasis": 
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Rebecca: Oh by the way somebody told me the other day that there's a 
condition kno\%n as mental elephantiasis. 
Devlin: What do you mean. 'somebody told you'? What do you mean, 'the 
other day'? What are you talking about? 
Rebecca: This mental elephantiasis means that when you spill an ounce of 
gravy, for example. it immediately expands and becomes a vast sea of gravy. 
It becomes a sea of ,_, rave which surrounds \ou on all sides and you suffocate 
in voluminous sea of ra . Its terrible. But it's all \our own fault. You 
brought it upon yourself. You are not the victim of it, you are the cause of it. 
Because it was you who spilt the gravy in the first place, it was you who 
handed over the bundle. 
Devlin: The v+hat? 
Rebecca: The bundle. 
Pause 
Devlin: So what's the question? Are you prepared to dro\\n in your own 
gravy? Or are you prepared to die for sour country? (Pinter. Plu}s 4 417-418 
While the reflection is a fairly absurd recollection, her emphasis on not being the victim, but 
rather the cause of the gravy catastrophe speaks volumes to the notion of affecting change in 
the face in political atrocity. Rebecca equates spilling the gravy that caused the catastrophe to 
handing over the child without resistance. Therefore, the bundle that is taken from her stands 
in for a past that even she cannot fully recover. The reference to mental elephantiasis implies 
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that even the smallest level of inaction makes a serious impact in a world consumed by 
political injustice. Devlin's response suggests that he fully understands what she is getting at, 
but dismisses the notion of wallowing in the past, in favor of acting in the present. Thus, it 
can be argued that the play ultimately ends on a pessimistic note in terms of conveying 
Rebecca's recollections as ultimately a matter of political defeat. Devlin's role in this regard is 
paramount as he continually denies her the space of full empathy with historical atrocity. 
Indeed, by the end of the play, the echo does not reply to Rebecca, suggesting that the "Long 
Silence that tbllows is the only agency she is permitted with the atrocities of the past. 
Devlin, in this regard, fails within the line of authoritarian characters as One/or the 
Rods Nicholas and The Hothouse's Roote. I heir connection to a corrupt past denies them a 
position of stable authority in the present. 13hnd to the realities of the past, they have no hope 
of maintaining any position of power without physical dictatorial authority. The lack of 
empathy with the past that Devlin feels is reflected in Pinter's statement that 
Mrs. Thatcher, I remind you, said immortally: 'There is no such thing as 
society.' One of her really great statements. And she meant it. She meant by it 
that we have no obligation or responsibility to anyone else other than 
ourselves, this has encouraged the most appalling greed and corruption in my 
society. (Pinter, Various Voices 230) 
Clearly he is quite critical of such sentiment and has the greatest sympathy for the position in 
which Rebecca ultimately finds herself. And while her tragic position may end rather 
pessimistically, her desperate attempt at empathy does posit the possibility of actual agency 
in the face of political oppression. 
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On the surface level the play is an account of Holocaust images that haunt the mind of 
Rebecca but at a deeper level the play is also an account of discord in the relationship 
between Devlin and Rebecca. Whether they are husband and wife is not established in the 
play but it is clear that they are sharing some sort of relationship between them; maybe they 
are lovers or husband wife to which most of the critics agree. Rebecca is drawn towards her 
traumatized memory of Holocaust in such a way that she lives in her past or rather brings the 
past in the present through enactment which certainly disrupts the normalcy in their 
relationship. On the one hand. Rebecca is struggling to cope up with her trauma; on the other 
hand Devlin is struggling with her traumatic memory to bring her in the reality, in the present 
which is "no'" in the play. Devlin's desperate effort to bring some kind of normalcy in their 
relationship or to start the relationship anew is clear from his enactment of the sado-
masochistic role of the torturer as portrayed by Rebecca. Charles V. Grimes in his theses "A 
Silence Beyond Echo: Harold Pinter's Political Theatre" rightly raises the issue: 
Is Ashes to Ashes a story about an unhappy marriage, as is Old Times? Or is it 
a debate about historical knowledge, and about the competing claims one owes 
to posterity versus to oneself in the present? Or is it both? As the play ends, it 
is difficult to understand \\hat has happened in it, firstly on the mimetic level: 
how has the relationship between husband and wife changed, if it has at all? 
Have their apparent differences been resolved and in what \\ay, and with what 
sense of permanence? Who has won the marital battle? These questions 
demand ans\%ers since the conflict bet'\een husband and wife has reached 
what feels like finality. Yet precisely what has happened between the two is a 
matter which different audience members will surely answer variously. Even 
on the diegetic level, on which the play's references to history are located, 
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Pinter affords onl' questions Without certain answers: What parts of the stories 
Rebecca tells could possibly have happened to her as she says? What parts of 
them happened to other people whom she may or may not have ever known? 
(233-234) 
The play verges on the representation of a condition of marital difference, not of an action 
\~hich resolves those differences in definitive ays. What the play shows taking place 
between husband and wife is. if sometimes inscrutable, true; what has been denied to the 
audience is the expected narrative closure that would seem to go along with the play's 
vestiges of realistic representation: recognizable characters inside a contemporary domestic 
setting. Though the dramatic substance of interpersonal conflict is recognizably real, the form 
in which that substance is embodied does not strictly adhere to all conventions of realism. 
As has been seen. Rebecca ik totall\ haunted h\ traumatic images and experiences 
with a sense of guilt and complicity. The parallelism between Rebecca and the woman having 
a relationship with Albert Speer sho\\s that Rebecca imaginatively identifies herself with the 
victims of the Holocaust and appears to be an imaginative victim/witness of the Holocaust. 
With her imaginative identification as it victim witness, she tries to narrate the truth about the 
Holocaust, the truth of violence. torture. and tremendous sorrow. She struggles to transmit the 
narrative of the Holocaust, which actually could not be articulated. As she tries to recount her 
experiences, she frequently falls in silences and pauses that show her incapacity to retell the 
experience. f lo%\ever. she is haunted by the images in her memory, and the only thing that 
relieves her is articulating those images. She cannot find any relief in those silences, either. 
The images act as a barrier between her and the daily life, between her and the normality that 
Devlin pushes her into. In this regard. she experiences "self-inflicted emotional 
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mprisonment" (Felman and Laub 79). She is trapped within the images in her memor>. and 
he only way out is to break her silence and talk. Otherwise, the memory of the survivor can 
destroy mcmor\ and thus reality. And this invades the survivor's social life. 
The pla\ begins with a silence and there are silences and pauses between every two or 
three sentences that Rebecca utters, as she struggles to articulate the images haunting her. 
Thus, silences and pauses in her speech stand for the lapses and voids in her memory. They 
are always before or after an image resonating with the I lolocaust. In this regard, she tries to 
comprehend and construct the truth of the events in these silences and pauses, and she 
articulates it afterwards. Also, these silences and pauses separate the daily life from 
Rebecca's memories. There are two different worlds for her: the normality, her daily life with 
Devlin, and her distorted memories. imaginative identifications with the I lolocaust 
victims witnesses. She is talking to Devlin. and seems to be listening to him, but she is 
haunted by her memories. For example, towards the end of the play, . hen Devlin asks her 
why she never told him about her lover and states that he has a right to he very angry. 
Rebecca, after a silence, changes the topic and talks about the woman with the bundle. 
Therefore, her memories distort reality for Rebecca, and the reality of her traumatic 
experience, or her constructed memory, surpasses the reality of her daily life. In this regard. 
her experience parallels with the ubiquitous nature of traumatic events, because trauma 
continues into the present and it is current in every respect, as far as its survivors are 
concerned. As Judith Herman says about trauma: 
Traumatic events call into question basic human relationships. They breach 
the auachmcmm of Tamil\. friendship, love, and community. They shatter the 
construction of the self' that is formed and sustained in relation to others. They 
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undermine the belief systems that give meaning to human experience. They 
violate the victim's faith in a natural or divine order and cast the victim into a 
state of existential crisis ... Traumatic events destroy the individual's 
fundamental assumptions about the safety of the world, the positive value of 
the self, and the meaningful order of creation. (51) 
Thus, for Rebecca. it is her traumatic memory that compels her to move away from her 
reality and 'ordinary adaptations of life' which in turn causes conflict in her relationship. 
That is mil her silences and pauses are equally important as her words. When she falls into 
silence, the echo of her words stays with the audience, and when she speaks, she tries to 
cover the naked truth, the truth of the Holocaust. The echoes appear in her speech towards the 
end of the play. As Plunka argues..'[...) with Devlin's voice silenced. Rebecca is left only 
with an echo that reverberates throughout the theatre the Holocaust imagery associated with 
loss: 'the trains'. 'the babies away'. 'a bundle'. and 'my baby— (325). Thus, what dominates 
her language as well as her memory is the Holocaust, both in speeches and silences. Her 
silences are haunted by these images as well as her words. Jeanne Colleran's comments on 
the echo at the end of the play are also note~%orthv at this point: "that echo, a reverberation 
between \\ orlds. connects the unseen. inexperienced but determinative past history of 
twentieth center\ atrocity and Rebecca's growing sense that she must make a moral response 
lest it overwhelm tier" (Colleran 96). In this regard, the echo of her speech also connects the 
two worlds for Rebecca, the world of her memories that she cannot escape and the real world. 
Her moral response is to articulate the 'horror' of the event in her memories and transmit it to 
prevent it from ever happening again. Thus, she also addresses the audience, most of whom 
share the collective memory of the atrocities committed in the twentieth century. 
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In the play. Rebecca's silence and inability to narrate tier experiences is shared by the 
man she comes across in the cinema, where she ent to see a comic movie. She depicts the 
man as follows: "He was absolutely still throughout the whole film. He never moved, he was 
rigid, like a body with rigor mortis. he never laughed once, he just sat like a corpse. I moved 
away from him. I moved away as far away from him as I possibly could" (Pinter, Plays 4 
424). And she falls into silence. The man is apparently a victim of trauma. which might be 
caused by the Holocaust as +ell as by any other personal or social reasons. However, 
Rebecca definitely sees his suffering and paradoxically does not want to face him. They share 
the legacy of a horrific event, \%hick cannot be defined in any logical form. Both of them 
have witnessed the 'horror' of it and thus Rebecca refrains from eye contact with the man. 
Colleran comments on the scene as follows: 
Part of the reason she cannot take part in the fun is that the man seated in front 
of tier is apparently a rigid corpse. He is like her vision of the families walking 
into the sea or the women losing their children before boarding the trains, an 
example of Levi's "complete witnesses", that is, the dead or the utterly 
reduced, the only ones %%ho fully know the horror but cannot speak. They are 
the "submerged" and "the drowned". (93) 
Thus. Rebecca is afraid of re-experiencing the event that haunts her memory to the point that 
she cannot turn back to realitN. Half of her life has a deadly quality like that man in the 
cinema, and the dead part haunts the living part. 
In the play. while Rebecca's mind is occupied with existential questions, Devlin 
attempts to take her back to the normalcy, order, and comfort of their daily life. After they 
talk about the rolling pen on the coffee table. Devlin states that he is in a quicksand, because 
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of his loss of po\%cr in the course of the conversation. Rebecca answers. "like God" (Pinter, 
Plays 4 412), and she expresses her distrust in such a world and thus in God, who witnessed 
the 'horror' of the Holocaust. 
While recountint the story about the woman with the bundle, with whom she 
'KientitiL> her,clt. Rebecca tcel a sense of "total paral sis with the fear of merger with the 
atrocities hein recounted" IFeiman and Laub '7 'J• Afterwards, while Devlin enacts the first 
scene by forcing her to kiss his List, she does not move and gets totally numb. On the other 
hand, it might be said that the main listener in the play is Devlin, who listens to the haunted 
memories of Rebecca. In this regard, he can he interpreted as a psychotherapist, or an 
interviewer to the trauma victim. Initially, he shows "a sense of total withdrawal and 
numbness" (Felman and Laub 72). and he does not care for the stories she tells. He is only 
interested in the details of her old relationship like a jealous and wounded husband. And 
towards the end of the play, in a \\ay, he experiences "a sense of outrage and of anger, 
unwittingly directed at the victim—narrator" Rebecca (Felman and Laub 72). In the middle 
of her speech, "he goes to her". "puts his hand on her throat" and "presses gently" (Pinter, 
Plays 4 328), even though she is totally numb at that moment. Devlin is apparently obsessed 
with the facts about Rebecca's past and always demands more details. As he says, "I'm 
compelled to ask you questions. There are so many things I don't know. I know nothing .. . 
about any of this" ((Pinter. Plats 4 399). And he wants "a concrete image" of her ex-lover 
that he can "carry about \cith him" ((Pinter, Plays 4 400). 
Trying to ingratiate himself with Rebecca, Devlin calls her his "darling." She protests 
and refuses being called darling by him. For the first time, Rebecca indicates that for her their 
relationship is already dead. Devlin still attempts to manipulate her so categorical statement 
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by luring her with a song. He transforms her statement from "I'm nobody's darling" (Pinter, 
Plays 4 301) into the title of a song, "I'm nobody's baby now," (Pinter, Plays 4 402) (There 
is a song by Benny Davis, Milton Ager. and Lester Stanley with this line. The title, howe%er, 
is "I'm Nobody's Baby.") Rebecca. however, apparently defeats him twice in this exchange. 
First, by stating that the title is wrong, it should be "You're nobody's baby now," (Pinter. 
Plays 4 402) and, second, by denying having used the word baby. Thus. Rebecca manages to 
say twice that Devlin is nobody's baby by turning back his statement against him, just like a 
mirror. Her rebuke lays bare his trick with the song. However, this seeming victory does not 
last long, because the word 'baby' has surfaced and cannot be put down any more. 
The conflict in their relationship becomes apparent in a private conversation: 
DEVLIN: What do you think? 
REBECCA: I think you're a fuckpig. 
DEVLIN: Me a fuckpig? Me! You must be joking. 
Rebecca smiles. 
REBECCA: Me joking? You must be joking. 
Pause. (Pinter, Plays 4 398-399) 
"l he subject of this intense questioning admits several layers of meaning. On the surface level, 
they are talking about their dying relationship, the mixture of love and desire for possession 
that characterizes such phi  as The Collect .n, Old Times. or The Laver. Other layers of 
meaning are suggested b> the images through hich Rebecca's memories are evoked. 
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Obsessed hs the traumatic memory. Rebecca uses abusive language which is otherwise in 
contrast with her careful choice of «ords in the play. Her smile suggests that Devlin is 
incapable of realizing her agony in the relationship which demands complete cooperation 
unlike Devlin's authoritarian attitude towards her. 
When Rebecca continues to talk about her passionate relationship with the man in the 
past. Devlin doesn't want to entertain her reminiscences anymore and he tries to bring her in 
the present once again by asking about her sister Kim and tier kids: "Did you see Kim and the 
kids?" (Pinter. Ploys 4 419) Rebecca has been to her house and has met the kids. After some 
small talk about the family. they discuss Kim's decision not to accept back her husband, who 
has left her for another woman and now wants to come back. Actually. Kim's family works 
as a counterpoint to Rebecca's o n situation, since she has children and the courage to say 
that she will never accept her husband back. Rebecca continues, "She says she'll never share 
a bed with him again. Never. Ever," (Pinter, Plays 4 422) and Devlin asks why not, Rebecca 
veers back to his original question, with what amounts to a refusal to answer, creating a 
typical Pinter gap that exposes unspoken questions about their own relationship: what 
monster. lover lives here? "Of course I saw Kim and the kids," she says. "I had tea with 
them." (Pinter, Ploys 4 422) 
Ashes to Ashes, like his other overtly political plays. deals with the real world with a 
political consciousness, and at the same time this political consciousness is applied to the 
personal affairs. Therefore. the political and the personal are intermingled in such a way that 
the local setting of the play and the relationship between Rebecca and Devlin acquires a 
political and global context. As Merritt in her article "Harold Pinter's Ashes to Ashes: 
PoliticalPersonal Accounts of the Holocaust' states. "(...I while the apparently realistic 
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domestic setting of :Ishws to Ashes is a contemporary English setting room in which a man 
and a woman are having an intimate conversation, the dialogue encompasses a far greater, 
global context and raises issues relating to the Holocaust" (74). Therefore, while on the 
personal level it reflects Rebecca's dysfunctional relationship with Devlin and her much more 
perverted relationship with her ex-lover, on the political level it reflects the dysfunctional 
world politics, state oppression. torture, and violence. As Billington argues, "the play also 
conclusively proves that for Pinter the 'personal' and the 'political' are not separate, vacuum-
sealed categories; it operates both as a t~%isted, perverted love story and as an evocation of the 
arbitrariness and cruelty of state power" (375). Thus, this private country house and the 
relationship between its inhabitants reflect more public issues dealing with "the real truth of 
our lives and our societies" (Pinter. "Art. Truth and Politics" 442). As Marc Silverstein in his 
essa\ "Talking about Some Kind of .Atrocit~: .4.hcs re) .Aches in Barcelona" argues, this 
country house "creates an aura of bourgeois comfort and security--the kind of security that 
both conservatism and liberalism see as transforming domestic space into an impenetrable 
haven from the ravages of the public, historical and political realms" (75). However, the 
images that Rebecca's memory brings forward break through this comfort and security, and 
this domestic realm morphs into public, historical and political realms. The sound of police 
sirens. crying babies and drowning \vorkpeople distorts the comfort of this room, and 
Devlin's desire for authority, order and control over Rebecca in this private sphere parallels 
with that of the authoritarian states, which impose violence, torture. and suffering on its 
people. Thus. Pinter, combining the personal \kith the political, does not distinguish political 
violence from personal violence, and points out a need for a shared responsibility for the 
sufferings of the others. 
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The dysfunctional relationship heteen Rebecca and Devlin reflects the reliance on 
order, authority and rationality. Devlin, "[a] man with guts and application [...] A man with a 
rigid sense of duth'' (Pinter. Plugs 4 415) is obsessed with facts and order. He always asks for 
more details, because information for him means authority over Rebecca. He feels he is 
compelled to ask questions, and he asks for concrete images and shapes. He is the only 
authority in the room: when Rebecca talks about the images of babies and mothers, he says, 
"what authorit\ do you think you yourself posses which would give you the right to discuss 
such an atrocit\?" (Pinter. Plays 4 413). Thus, he denounces any interaction in his authority 
and order in general. According to Colleran. "Des in embodies literalit\ --a literality shored 
up by an unin;pected ideological reliance on Cod. Nation, and order and so he wants the 
details of Rebecca's past, the bits and facts, so he isn't in the dark" (94). Thus, Devlin, 
obsessive about the "bits and facts". searches for the meaning and history of everything, not 
just Rebecca. When Rebecca says "I put my pen on that little coffee table and it rolled off 
into the carpet [...J This pen. this perfectly innocent pen". Devlin judges the innocence of the 
pen: "You don't know where it had been. You don't know how man\ other hands have held 
it, how many other hands have \\ritten with it, what other people have been doing with it. 
You know nothing of' its histor\" (Pinter, Plats 4 410). So, he questions every detail of 
Rebecca's histor.  . just as he does with the "innocent pen". According to Prentice, "his 
comically attributing volition to a pen allo\ks him to escape acknowledging his own volition 
and responsibility and, more importantly, hers, as his real concern' (373). Thus, the rolling 
pen also points out humanity's responsibility for the atrocities around the world, as they, like 
the rolling pen. rolled of in front of them. Devlin feels that his authority is disrupted by her 
speeches full of images resonating \v ith the Holocaust, lie sa,,s: "I'm letting you off the hook. 
Have Nou noticed? I'm letting .ou slip. Or perhaps its me ho is slipping. It's dangerous. 
257 
Do you notice" I'm in a quicksand". to \shich Rebecca replies. "like God" (Pinter, Plays 4 
412). Rebecca, thus, questions the authority of Devlin and God in a world of brutalities and 
atrocities, as an imaginative witness of them. She, in a way, rejects the idealism of a world of 
harmony and order. 
In another very private dialogue. Deslin tries to ground her in the here and now, 
"Now look, let's start again. We live here. You don't lise...in Dorset... or anywhere else. You 
live here with me. This is our house. You have a very nice sister. She lives close to you. She 
has two lovely kids. You're their aunt. You like that" (Pinter, Plays 4 424). He compliments 
her on her "wonderful garden" and. comically, her "green fingers." But no sooner does he 
repeat, "Let's start again." than Rebecca counters with. "1 don't think we can start again. We 
started ... a long time ago. We started. We can't start again. We can end again [...] Again 
and again and again. And 'se can end again. And again and again. And again" (Pinter, Plays 
4 425). They clash in a deadly combat, where accord. compromise and reconciliation are no 
longer possible. but signal the beginning of the inexorable end: a resolution that can only 
result in a permanent rift. Devlin, who does not want to lose the linguistic control, warns her: 
"Aren't you misusing the word 'end'? End means end. You can't end 'again'. You can only 
end once" (Pinter. Plans 4 42-5). This conversation about their personal relationship opens up 
into a world of atrocities. While Devlin simply focuses on their relationship and their future, 
for Rebecca "end again" means the end of humanity. which has ended many times upon 
witnessing the history full of violence, oppression, and atrocities. And it also means that 
atrocities do not only end once. they end again and again in different parts of the world, from 
Auschwitz to Bosnia, so actually the never end. As Merritt argues: 
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The political atrocities echoed by the imagery of Rebecca's personal memories 
'can't start again', because they never truly do end. Such atrocities can he said 
to end once' (in one place) and then said 'to end again' (elsewhere) [... ] lithe  
end is a thing of the 'start' of a life, if the 'end' is the dying of humanity in the 
human race, if the 'end' is the obliteration of humankind and human kindness 
through inhuntanit% and human cruelt\. then there is no possibility that we 
'can start again.' \\ e 'can ' unrlrv'end again.' (78) 
Therefore. Rebecca reflects her distrust in humanity and thus the possibility of starting again. 
The images of atrocities haunt her memory. They do not "start again" and "end once". They 
end again and again one after another: babies torn from the arms of their screaming mothers. 
~+orkpeople ushered by guides into the sea and police sirens. Since she suffers from mental 
elephantiasis, she is "suffocating in a voluminous sea of' images. After a silence, she starts to 
sing softly. "Ashes to ashes'-''And dust to dust'-' 'If the women don't get you'- i 'The liquor 
must' (Pinter. Plays 4 42 ). The song and thus the title of the play suggest "the circularity of 
Such genocide" (Plunka 326-27). The song is a part of the images of atrocities that haunt her 
memory, and it reflects the same despair at humanity. 
In the denouement of the play, Rebecca has rejected Devlin as being synonymous 
with the voice of fascism. Like her former lover, he is associated with rape, and, more 
specifically, %%ith the rape of the century. The implication is that Rebecca recognizes the 
Holocaust as being rooted in the authoritarian personality personified by Devlin, thus 
conflating the personal with the political. 
In his \ohel Prize Lecture. Pinter expressed his ideas on the play and on Rebecca's 
situation in the same poetical way as he used in the play itself: 
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.lshes to .fishes. on the other hand, seems to me to be taking place under water. 
A drowning woman, her hand reaching up through the waves, dropping down 
out of sight. reaching for others, but finding nobody there. either above or 
under the water, finding only shadows, reflections, floating: the woman a lost 
figure in a drowning landscape. a woman unable to escape the doom that 
seemed to belong only to others. But as they died, she must die too. (Pinter, 
"Art, Truth and Politics" 433) 
Thus. Rebecca's hand, desperately "reaching for others", finds no one but the audience, who 
identify themselves with her and share the same guilt and responsibility for the atrocities 
recounted, as they also witnessed them through the same collective and cultural memory and, 
like Rebecca. experienced the same imaginative identification. In this sense. the play leaves 
the audience in the middle of this "drowning landscape" amidst "shadows" and "reflections" 
of many other reaching hands from the depths of history haunting their consciences. 
These remembrances of a woman's experience of the Holocaust, and her vehement 
denial of it, reverberate in Rebecca's mind, and the mind of the audience. By the end of the 
play. Rebecca's identity combines with the identity of all the victims she describes; she 
empathetically identities with the 'Other' and thus becomes other', through her experience 
as both 'innocent victim and guilty survivor' (Merritt 82). The guilt Rebecca feels is the kind 
of ethical response Pinter suggests is lacking in citizens of democracy, and is criticized in the 
play: 'Nothing has ever happened to me. Nothing has ever happened to any of my friends. I 
have never suffered' (Pinter, Plays 4 413). Billington asserts that Rebecca's response 
"implies that we all have within us the capacity for resistance and for imaginative 
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identification with the suffering of others. Therein 	ties the only hope for change" (383). 
However, perhaps it is not guilt that Rebecca claims, but responsibility. 
Devlin tends to view history as external to himself, occupying a blinkered, empirical. 
male mind-set that perceives atrocities as never happening. His view of the individual as 
separated and segregated from others encourages an emotional distance between home and 
the world. I lo\%ever, Rebecca's acknowledgement that it was you [Devlin] who handed over 
the bundle' ((Pinter, Plays 4 417) suggests that. despite not having actually experienced any 
atrocities herself', she recognizes that history is not random but a result of human agency. and 
for that we must take responsibilit\. Her refusal to evade responsibility embodies Pinter's 
suggestion that it is only by taking on the implications of a 'shared, social sense of 
subjectivity, that any kind of effective resistance may be envisaged' (Aragay 292). We cannot 
'move a%%ay' from that corpse in the cinema, or 'start again', we as human beings must face 
the dead and the horrors we have collectively inflicted, and claim responsibility for them. 
Pinter's treatment of memory has undergone great changes since his early plays. In 
the comedies of menace the emphasis was on action rather than ideas, the past had different 
values for different characters. Because it was not considered as a key to explain the present 
situation, the figures did not feel the need to explain themselves. In The Birthday Parry and 
The Room. for example, the figures make a reference to their childhood memories as a kind 
of loss of innocence. So. for instance. Meg's father has abandoned her, without taking her to 
Ireland as he had promised: or Stanley remembers the "fast one" that he received and buried 
all his hopes of making a career as a musician. In The Dumb [i'uiter. Gus makes an effort to 
think about the past, an attitude that will cost him dearly. 
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In the memory plays like Landscape. Silence, the past is interpreted differently by the 
figures. The past is not something that has happened to them, but something that exists 
between them and their immediate reality. In fact, the major change here is that the past is 
vieed not through \0 hat is 'hown but is expressed almost without intermediation from 
within. 
Plays like The Lover. The Collection, Old Times and No Alan's Land reflect so many 
possible pasts. with varying interpretations, that the audience cannot possibly decide which 
version is more likely to have happened. What is at stake here is interpreting the past in the 
light of a present situation. The shift is from the traditional attitude expressed in terms of "the 
past holds the answers" to a more versatile one of "who holds the past, holds the present." in 
that way, not only the subjective mind interferes in what is perceived, but also tries to present 
it in the most suitable light. 
A different attitude in relation to the past is evidenced in the political plays. In these 
plays, the figures generallk belong to two starkly difl'erent and opposite poles. On the one 
hand, the figure may occupy a position of power, which is either the cause or a consequence 
of a hubris. In this case, they are not concerned with either personal or collective memory. On 
the other hand, there are the victims of some absolutist power. For these, memory is a private 
haven with which they dream but which hring' no comfort as they are cut out from society. 
These individuals, however, represent those who succumbed in their attempt to construct a 
collective memory. 
Ashes to Ashes is a combination of these different conceptions of memory, while 
being more than simply a reworking of these past forms. In it Pinter combines the highly 
intimate perspective of the memory plays, in that memory in Ashes to Ashes is also evoked 
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through images that must be put together by the audience in order to form a coherent past. 
Ashes to Ashes has the concept of incorporating the literary tradition as an additional layer of 
meaning. In that way, the past is not depicted as an individual appropriation of the past but as 
a cultural one. Finally. Ashes to Ashes builds upon the concerns expressed in the political 
plays and invites a questioning over collective memory that has never reached that depth 
before especially because it explores collective responsibility and guilt in a perfect blend with 
psychological realism. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
CONCLUSION 
Since the beginning of his career as a playwright. Pinter has constantly innovated a 
form to suggest new ways of conceiving the surrounding world. Ills first play already shows 
what came to be known as the principle of unveritiabilit\." This means that, for Pinter, the 
world does not go about explaining itself. Most of the reasons and motivations that guide his 
characters' action are never explicitly stated. In such a world, Pinter's figures move and try to 
get a~%ay the best way the) can. This involves a series of negotiations, which frequently 
involve the revelation, or not, of the character's identity, including the way they see and value 
their past. Because Pinter deals with the concrete world we inhabit, the characters are well 
aware of the dangers lurking around them. [ hese nia be concrete, as the threat to their 
individual territory, psychological, connected to the character's emotional or social needs, 
especially in relation to the threats to individual freedom. 
Pinter has delicately deployed the theatre of absurd and his idiosyncratic theatre of 
corned\ of menace so that he could put forward solutions for the dominating existential 
problem of man entrapped in his era. To strike the mind the absurd philosophical thinking 
like purposelessness, alienation, and hovering horror, lie has created a micro-level illustration 
of the obsessions in the dramatization and characterization of his theater. His early plays 
encompass the elements of the absurd and vividly demonstrate the postmodernism obsessions 
in the atmosphere and the behavior and nature of the protagonists. Pinter stages man's identity 
struggle exposed to violation. collapse. and deprivation in his specific characterization to 
manifest a macro-level problem entrapping humanity with the demanding postmodernism era 
characteristics. Man's view of his self and identity is one which is the ultimate target of these 
demanding features. The question of identity in the majority of Pinter's plays has been 
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demonstrated as one of the great obsessions of modern man. The ongoing identity struggle of 
characters clarifies this tragic obsession of postmodern marl on the one hand, and has a 
pedantic theme for him on the other.:\Ithough man is befuddled b\ a host of annihilating 
forces of different ilk while viewing his self and identity, what is implicitly asserted is his 
view and attitude crystallized amidst the problems. This is what Pinter, in his Noble Lecture 
on "Art. Truth and Politics", has been getting at. "that despite the enormous odds which exist. 
unflinching, unswerving. fierce intellectual determination, as citizens, to define the real truth 
of our lives and our societies is a crucial obligation which devolves upon us all. It is in fact 
mandatory" (442). 
In his plays Pinter draws a vast landscape of human experiences. Man is presented as 
the prisoner of the web of uncertainties, ambiguities and ambivalences. Tile more questions 
he asks about the nature of time. realit\, memory and identity the fewer answers he gets. The 
existential uncertainties diminish man to a total state of dehumanization and depravation as 
he is helpless. lonely, isolated and detached. Man experiences a vacuous existence. The 
haven does not protect him, the past provides no fixed reality, and the future promises 
nothing. Imprisoned in the gloomy present marl realizes that there is no hope, escape or peace 
for him. Hence Pinter defines man's existence in the universe as a tragic and pathetic 
experience. 
Pinter makes the relation between the victim and the victimizer and the distance 
between then central issues in his plays. The encounter between the victim and the victimizer 
is most often expressed through the confrontation between the victim placed in a room and 
visitors to that room. In The Room. Rose, the victim, is placed under a light while surrounded 
by darkness outside. Uncertainty and the lack of knowledge regarding what is outside of her 
room lead to her vulnerabilit\. With the removal of the necessary distance between the two, 
the victim loses her power and is replaced by the victimizer at the end of the play when Rose 
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succumbs to her own weaknesses and fear and finally reaches out physically and emotionally 
to touch the blind eyes of Riley as her initial resistance gradually gives way. It is the first 
time that she looks at Rile\. not \%ith the eyes of Bert but with her own. But her own 
momentary awareness of her true identity confronts %%ith the ferocious \engeance of Bert 
whose fear of being rejected b\ his wife ultimately compels him to act such. The analysis of 
the play shows that Bert's own existence is totally dependent on Rose and to her willing 
seclusion in the room. And Rose herself has been a complicit for many years for her own 
captivity as it is she who has chosen the room considering it as a safe haven from the cruelty 
of the external world. But the violence she does to her own self in response to the supposed 
death of Riley at the hands of Bert is in actuality her realization of the true nature of her own 
existence in the room in'~hich she wants to confines herself, away by putting the mask of 
blindness on herself' and thereby regressing to her own past. Here, Pinter associates vision 
with the identity of the human subject. Particularly. Riley's blindness and Rose's supposed 
blindness at the end of the play define their individuality and the destruction of their own self. 
Her preference to blindness is actually her'.'.illingness to keep herself away from truth and 
acceptance to the '.ay of life as it has been for ever in her 'cosy' room. Rose's blindness 
suggests two things. First. it suggests that the death of Riley kills any chance that she thought 
she might have of reachin;-, out to touch her husband and to be touched by him in turn. 
Second. it announces the end of their relationship. Given what she has seen, given how she 
now feels in the wake of returning home physically and emotionally to herself, living with 
her husband is no longer possible; thus her 'cosy' room eventually turns into a tomb for her. 
On the other hand. Bert's violent reaction suggests that he is aware that his power, a power 
that he had held over Rose for some time, has been lost and in order to regain that power, he 
must resort to violence. Bert uses much more dramatic measure to obtain power and to 
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reinforce his domination over both Riley and Rose. Rose loses her ability to see, and just like 
Riley she has become the dominated victim. 
In The ('uretuke►•, it is obvious that the three characters will not continue as friends. 
Davies cannot cone to terms with the new Information about Aston, and consequently treats 
him with disrespect. The tense situation develops into a fight where the two use their 
inhibitions, the obstacles they have repeated, against each other and are consequently unable 
to stay on good terms. Mick appears to intentionally lead Davies into a trap of confusion with 
another diatribe tdIl of technical expressions and has, in the end, an alleged reason to expel 
Davies. As a result. none of the characters are able to stay on good terms. The consequences 
of this loss of a human connection do not, however, weigh equally heavy on all characters. 
The only character who suffers the true consequence of the loss of human contact is the one 
\%ho has the most to lose and the least in his possession, Davies. For the other two, the 
consequence may be the loss of love and friendship, at least in the case of Aston. For the 
most powerful one, Mick, the one who o\%ns the house and most of the material goods, the 
loss may merely be that of an employee. 
Davies appears to be the villain because he is irascible and abusive and tries to play 
one brother off against the other to assure himself of a permanent place in the room. Davies is 
a victim who takes on the stature of a hero through the process of victimization. The subtle 
shift in emphasis and in sympathy account for the extraordinary power of the play. The 
audience sees Davies as an irascible old man, complaining about his bed and the shoes that 
do not tit, and attempting to manipulate the two brothers for his own benefit, however, it will 
not tolerate two young men tormenting an old man in the manner in which Mick and Aston 
torment Davies. There is a change in perspective on the part of the audience and it is brought 
through the conscious victimization of the old tramp. The victimization assures survival for 
Mick and Aston. Through the victimization of Davies we get a picture of man, naked, 
267 
defenseless and vulnerable. This is the basic kind of situation that Artaud envisioned as one 
of the key components of his Theater of Cruelty: "... it is understood that life is always 
someone's death" (102). 
The struggle in Aston's house for control, dominance and survival also involves a 
search for identity. Davies hopes to get to Sidcup to find the man who has his papers. Davies 
hopes that Aston will give him a good pair of shoes that will make his journey possible. Thus 
Day ies. who goes by the name of Bernard Jenkins but is really Mac Davies. struggle to get to 
Sidcup but meets Aston and his brother Mick on the way, and a secondary quest for identity 
develops. The three define themselves sharply in the tragic situation which develops as a 
result of their encounter. lronicall\. Pinter reveals the dignity of Davies by showing the 
removal of the tramp's last shred of respectabilit\ and hope of survival. The audience is 
gradually made aware that Davies is not just a dirty, wretched old tramp, but a human being 
who in the final struggle to asset his own worth, ends up alone and friendless. 
The Caretaker is brilliant dramatization of the essential truth, that in the working out 
of the struggle for a room or territory, man's basic humanity is revealed and his worth 
evaluated. At the point when the realization is made that Davies is the victim, the mood of the 
play changes from comic to tragic intensity. Davies' harassment of his hosts produces a 
comic effect because the efforts of the tramp to manipulate the brothers are shown to be futile 
and petty. and we are inclined to look down on him. But the victimization of the tramp 
produces feelings of pit\ and an atmosphere of terror is created by the treatment which is 
brutal and sadistic. Pinter ondered why people laughed at the London production of The 
Caretaker, because the play is not intended to be comic, as he explained in an interview with 
Leonard Russell of The Sunday Times: 
I did not intend it to be merely a laughable farce. If there hadn't been other 
issue at stake the play would not have been written .... From this kind of easy 
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jollification I must, of course, dissociate myself ... As far as I'm concerned, 
The Caretaker is funny, up to a pint. Beyond that point it ceases to be funny, 
and it was because of that point that I wrote it. (qtd. in Dick 259) 
In The Caretaker. Davies fights for his life, meaning his right to exist as an independent 
entity. Ironically, the more he fights, the more he loses, because his need for self preservation 
inevitably poses a threat to the existence of others. He in turn is manipulated, but ironically 
and tragically, he does not seem to be aware of what is happening. At the end of the play he is 
still pleading to be allowed to stay in the room, still trying to play one brother off against the 
other. In this play then v%e have a hero who is also a victim, not only of other individuals but 
of his own individual need to survive. Davies is consciously manipulated and ultimately 
destroyed by the other two characters in the play. Through this complex inter-relationship of 
three men. Pinter detines the universal human struggle and builds up a generalized image of 
the condition of men in the modern world. Davies becomes an archetypal figure. symbolic of 
life's continual fluctuation between hope and despair. Pinter's tramp will have no more 
expectations and his final reality is loneliness, despair and death. Penelope Prentice in her 
book The Erotic Aesthetic concludes in the following words: 
In this play Pinter places the microscope on the private level of human 
relationship to show once again the inevitable destruction that occurs when 
self-knowledge is absent, consciousness, unawakened, and characters are 
driven by a need to supplant any inner identity with an exterior label 
constructed of illusion. The need to intlate an insubstantial inner self which 
has implications for the ethical action, revealing that if the basis for human 
connection is lacking the larger structure will not endure. (96) 
In The lli mecomirtg, Pinter presents two types of struggle working at the same time. The 
play is a depiction of struggle among the male members of the family for the control of 
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power and dominance. In this pattern of struggle, all the male members are striving for 
control and power in the family. While the older generation tries to maintain their control in 
the family the younger generation tries to subvert the power and dominance to gain power in 
turns in the family. Though Sam and Teddy are not involved directly in this conflict. Sam's 
calm attitude in every situation as well as the keeper of secrets of the family indirectly makes 
him a gainer and powerful as his ability to reveal the secret threats to subvert the power 
balance in the family. Teddy keeps himself totally aloof from this power struggle. Rest of the 
characters is involved in the family to gain or maintain their control and power and in the 
process to achieve it they try to victimize the other. One important aspect of this play is that 
the battle remains restricted to a pure verbal level and there are one or two instances where 
physical violence is perpetrated by Max in moments of sheer desperation. Actual or physical 
violence is only hinted at in Lenny's threatening speeches. The play shows that adoption of 
violent means indicates defeat. Max (ets defeated, so does Lenny. Ruth wins by remaining 
calm like Sam. This shows that in Pinter's theatre social control lies in the power to impose 
one's language upon another. 
In the struggle among the male members, Max being the father wants to wield his 
power over his sons while they try to defy it. It is the struggle between youth versus age in 
which youth subverts the power. Max. in the process of gaining his fading control in the 
family which he is gradually losing, even resorts to violence. symbolized by the stick, and by 
doing so consequently he degrades himself more and more. Max's fear of being usurped by 
his son makes him more ' iolent as he himself once usurped his aged father. It is apparently 
true as Lenny. the dominant son, clearly defies and mocks at his father's power and even 
Joey. the weaker one, knows that his father has become an old man and unable to dominate 
them an longer. CIearl\. Lenny emerges as the powerful one in the struggle between the 
male members before the arrival of Ruth in the famil\. 
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But the arrival of Ruth clearly shifts this power struggle to the struggle between 
opposite genders as each male member tries to take control of the only female in the family 
and for which everyone adopts different means. As it has been mentioned earlier, in Pinter's 
world if there is a woman and two men present in the room then the two men vie with each 
other to take possession of the woman, to take control of the woman. In this play a woman is 
positioned among all male members of the famil\ and all of them attempt to gain control over 
her. Ruth's confrontation with each male member enables her to realize their actual position 
and power in the family and she understands that the absence of a female member makes 
them vulnerable in this power game. Her shocking acceptance of the proposal to stay in the 
family and cater herself according to the needs of the family draws a wider criticism ranging 
from the depiction of becoming a prostitute to the liberation of the female dependent on the 
male member of a fanlil\. as discussed in the earlier chapter, but it is she that at the end of the 
pia\ \\ho clearl\ gains control of the family and dictates terms according to her needs. The 
play is open-ended and it can be interpreted in different ways but the appropriate reading may 
show that Ruth emerges as the victorious one in the struggle for dominance in the family by 
using her o%\n sexualit\. It is not the male members rather she herself who manipulates the 
need of the male members in terms of her own needs and clearly pulls down the champions 
of patriarchy. Max and Joe\. b\ making them kneel before her. But whether she is able to 
break Lenny or not cannot be inferred from the final tableau as it shows Lenny standing at 
distance silent and calm. As in Pinter's world calm and silence is associated with power and 
control, so Lenny. standing at the distance and judging the situation as a professional pimp, 
has become a potential threat in this new power game started by Ruth. Defeated in the 
struggle to achieve power. Lenny's calm at the end reflects that a more vicious power 
struggle bet+%een two opposite genders is stored in the future. 
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In her anal\sis of the play Penelope Prentice says that despite the struggle for 
dominance and victimization of the weaker one in the play. Pinter portrays each character 
with sonic dignity and identity, even at the end they all become victims in the hand of the 
rising female power who takes control of the family by using her dominant sexuality in the 
absence of any other female member. Prentice says: 
Most important, Pinter allows each character some dignity, some quality to 
admire and like. Max, the aging patriarch, struggles to retain his position, to 
maintain the household, and the fact that he struggles in a worthy purpose is 
significant and evidence of an admirable vigor. He does keep the family 
together. and though he does not foster dependency, his two sons and brother 
require hi, shelter, and l edd . hk approval. His vitality and mind are 
remarkable. and he reveals his strength when he takes over from the others. It 
is Max who initially proposes keeping Ruth and who steers the final action 
toward its conclusion—until Ruth takes over from him. Joey, too, exhibits 
strength. He does defend Ruth against the others who call her a tease and 
reveals some generosity and even gentleness in his desire to retain her. Sam, 
however ineffectually, tries to express his love to Teddy \\hen he confesses 
that Teddy was his favorite and that he cherished "l'edd\'s letters so much he 
did not share them with the others. He is also the only one to oppose the 
family's proposal. Teddy. who fails to defend himself against his family, did 
manage to escape once, and in the end, leaves open the possibility, however 
unlikely, for Ruth's return to the family in America. Lenny may prostitute his 
own identity by assuming, chameleon-like, the character of the person he 
happens to be with in order to assert his superiority over others—to his father 
he shouts. "Plug it you stupid sod," but to Sam and Teddy he affects mock 
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deference. Yet Lenny shows himself to be in fact superior to Teddy on 
Teddy's own turf, outmaneuvering and instructing the philosopher in ethics. 
Lenny is not wrong when he accuses Teddy of failing to provide the family 
with a model of virtue, "grace," with that "generosity of mind, a bit of 
liberality of spirit," anciently regarded as the crowning virtue without which a 
person has no virtue. Ruth asserts her intelligence and returns attack with 
some kindness by turning neither upon those who attack her nor away from 
those who seek her. (139-140) 
In his political plays Pinter shows the struggle between individual and the state to 
demonstrate how the state, b\ using its repressive state apparatus, victimizes an individual. 
To give it a universal nature. Pinter writes his plays in unidentified settings that could be any 
country or any nation as the nature of state-oppressive measures are the same everywhere. He 
presents the reality of the state oppression and the \, ictimization of the individual through the 
verbal as well as physical violence by the agents of state. though the physical violence takes 
place offstage. Moreover. in Pinter's earlier plays male characters are not dominant in their 
struggle against female characters. They are dominated by the emotional complexities of 
territorial conflict between men and women. Ilis political dramas concentrate on a struggle 
between the individual and the political (super)structure. As a result, these plays involve a 
radical change in the nature of space: once impregnable spaces become brutally conquered. 
The central themes of memor\ and sexuality are destroyed in the political plays, where 
masculinity trumpets the triumph of the will. The brutes have escaped from the Room. 
In One /or the Road Pinter depicts the victimization of a family who bear the mark of 
physical and psychological torture at the hands of Nicholas and his men. Victor is rigorously 
tortured and interrogated, while his wife is raped repeatedly by the officers of Nicholas and 
their little child is either murdered or kept in prison—all these happen for an unknown 
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ison. He shox%s that the absolutist state can only ensure its monopoly of power if it controls 
ith the discursive and repressive apparatus. For Pinter the system represents a source of 
'wer that resists change. It is strictl,, hierarchical. and is here portrayed through the voice of 
icolas - the 'mouthpiece' of 'the man %%ho runs this country. When Victor, an 
tellectual'academic, is suspected of not fitting in with the system, he is by definition guilty 
. rejecting the 'guiding light.' lie is faced \%ith the pain of imprisonment and social 
-gradation. His son is killed because he spat at his country's soldiers, and his wife is raped 
in prison. Space has become degrading. Here is a place of physical and mental torture - with 
'a first-class brothel upstairs. on the sixth floor, chandeliers' (Pinter 246). Pinter depicts a 
system which deprives the individuals of their 'animal' rights. This play is an embodiment of 
the victimization of the mass at the hands of state agents in the name of propagating their 
own ideology. This whole system aims at the one-dimensional man which Pinter developed 
in The Birthday Part•. It does not want trouble: it eliminates or homogenizes he who causes 
'despair': 'Despair, old fruit, is a cancer. It should be castrated. Indeed I've often found that 
that works. Chop the balls off and despair goes out the window. You're left with a happy 
man. Or a happy woman' (Pinter Plays 4 233). Silence of any opposing voice is the ultimate 
goal of the state as is reflected by Victor's inability to speak as his tongue is cut or the 
prohibition of speaking in one's own language as in Mountain Language. 
In Mountain Language' Pinter depicts the victimization of the masses by not giving 
them permission to speak in their own language or when the permission is given to speak in 
their own language, the masses remains speechless in shock after tolerating so much 
violence. In this play Pinter ,crises about a culture of total repression - presenting a people 
who have lost their dignity. A minority culture in a rural area is colonized and maltreated by 
the capital. The capital's language disables the minority's dialect. The play exemplifies the 
systematic suppression of a minority's language. The capital's language has to be bowed to; 
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otherv,ise the victims are faced with humiliation and corporal punishment. Of course, 
language has always been a crucial issue in Pinter's plays - his characters exist, fantasize. 
remember. dominate via the medium of words - however Mountain Language is a product of 
a counter-discourse. in which to speak is to tyrannize. The play portrays an authoritarian state 
whose major aim is to create a patriarchal, one-dimensional society. It presents human beings 
at the mere of the cruelest, most incomprehensible, illogical social order, which does not 
allo\% an resistance. and %%hose only aim is to control thought and language. The central 
authority punishes and assimilates the intellectuals and the ethnic minority alike, because 
they are equally non-conformist. The prison is divided into t\~o sections to identify the rural 
prisoners robbed of their natural linguistic rights, and the prisoners from the city - the 
intellectuals. Thus even amongst the oppressed, the system imposes a clear-cut distinction 
between the city/capital and the mountain people. Failure to conform to their segregation is 
treated as a crime in itself: when the Young Woman, Sara Johnson, says she does not speak 
the mountain language, and the Officer sees on her papers that her husband 'doesn't come 
from the mountains. lie's in the wrong batch' (Pinter, Plays 4 257). he and his Sergeant 
abuses her physically. Pinter argues that the aim of the militarized state is to diminish both 
those whom it classifies as minority and those who consciously decline to conform. Again, 
the way that his plays of the 1980s treat the intelligentsia as a significant class marks a major 
development from The Birthday Party or The Homecoming where they are treated as 
impotent. powerless and pretentious fantasists. The change reflects Pinter's growing belief 
that the failure of the post-war educated middle classes to contribute to the moral and 
intellectual growth of Britain, especially in the ['hatcher period, was a profound problem that 
needed to he redressed. 
The military are granted complete power over space and language: to dominate and 
define. The play is a reworking of one of Pinter's recurrent themes - betrayal. Self-betrayal 
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transforms into forced betraNal. The mountain people. the weakest and the most vulnerable 
members of society, are not allo~~ed to shape or discuss their own lives in their own 
language. 
tlozurtain Language. like One/or the Ruucl. explores the rhetoric of nationalism. Both 
plays account for nationalism as an ideological configuration. The Power in both plays aims 
at a unity and control of national consciousness. Like Pinter, Lefebvre suggested in his 
Production of Space that 'nationhood implies violence - the violence of a military space, be it 
feudal, bourgeois, imperialist, or some other variety' (112). And .tlountuin Language is an 
urban nightmare with uniforms and hooded hostages—working for national unity while 
destroying the 'other'. the nlinorit\. the female, the rural. The suppression expressed in 
Mountain Language is applied internally h state in>titutions and globally by forces hich 
are sometimes subtle, sometimes sa\age, and Pinter indicts a universal system of oppression. 
In Ashes to Ashes Pinter again presents the struggle in dual level: in one level the play 
is a depiction of the struggle of Rebecca %\ ith her traumatized memory which is haunted by 
the horrific images of the past that compels her to bring the past into the present, on another 
level the pla) is a projection of the power struggle between husband and %%ife or between a 
male and female in which Devlin is trying to dominate over Rebecca by forcing her to recall 
her past or in other words Devlin is trying to have control over Rebecca by possessing her 
traumatized memory. Like The Homecoming this play is also a depiction of gender struggle 
but here this struggle is positioned in a particular historical context. 
Pinter's plays draw attention to the roles that are played in the struggle for domination. 
There are those who are in power and have a deep sense of satisfaction from that role. There 
are those ho play the role of the victim, powerless and weak. Pinter is sympathetic to none 
of these characters. Instead, he is mirroring what he sac happen in the past, what he sees 
happening around him now, and \%hat he fears will continue to happen in the future. 
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Ashes to Ashes is a poetic and moving political play. Except here the political 
encompasses more than the cruelty of state power that we we in One for the Road or 
Mountain Language but a wider sense of the accumulation of history's wrongs on our 
consciences. Ashes to Ashes contains echoes of his previous work; combining personal 
relationships with an engagement with world affairs, but also with regard to the ambiguity of 
language, the recalling of memories as truths. the persecution of innocent victims, power 
rclalions between the genders and the male desire to possess a woman's past. In all of 
Pinter's plays, women are 'othered` they are made outsiders to an all-male club. Yet in this 
play, woman is not just 'Other' to the domestic patriarchy, but to the perpetrators of 
humanity's atrocities. Women have a flexibility, a freedom, an imaginative sympathy 
frequently denied to men who are locked into unyielding power-structures. They are more 
empathetically in-tune with the suffering of others, which is why perhaps, certainly Pinter's 
later female characters, are more sympathetically drawn as his plays have become more 
overtly political: 
'God was in much better trim when He created women Which doesn't mean 
to say! sentimentalise women. I think women are very tough. But if you look 
at what has happened in the world since day one, the actual acts of brutality 
have been dictated by men. [....] Nevertheless in my plays women have 
always come out in one way or another as the people I feel something towards 
which I don't feel towards men'. (Pinter, Various Voices 222) 
This view of the `feminine' as being carers and nurturer is certainly a stereotyped one, but it 
may explain why Pinter chooses to have a woman as the centre in this play's action, as a 
bodily carrier of world history, atoning for man's sins. 
Despite Pincer's insistence, .A. has in Ashes appears in many ways to chart the history 
of female sacrifice; of male domination and female submission. The play is haunted by 
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images of babies, children and childlessness. Devlin incorrectly sings the lyric 'I'm nobody's 
baby now' which Rebecca corrects: 'You're nobody's baby now' (Pinter. Plays 4 402). 
Devlin is intrigued to hear the words used by Kim's husband, who has left her for another 
woman. and wants to return because he 'misses the kids' (Pinter. 1'la►'s 4 421). Tales of the 
woman carrying the baby in the street. the recurrent image of babies being torn from mothers' 
arms and Rebecca's loss of her own bundle climaxes with the repeated echo of 'baby' at the 
end of the play, a poetic refrain of maternal loss and grief. This echo contains a kind of 
evocative beauty for an audience; it powerfully conjures the voices of the women who have 
gone before her, and continue to suffer today. Yet it also surrounds Rebecca with a vacuum, 
cutting her off from communication with another because of her sacrifice, which she 
ultimately denies. It is this denial that leads to Rebecca's fate as a victim of atrocity. Pinter, in 
this play. is engaging %%ith the history of world politics through his depiction of this male-
female relationship. However, it is Rebecca's vulnerability as a woman, as a mother, which 
leaves her open to the victimization of history. 
The critics have suggested that Rebecca, as a woman, becomes history; imaginatively 
identifying with the victims of it, and through this empathy discovers her power to break 
from the past and emerge as a 'non-victim' (qtd. in Prinz 97). The ability to identify with the 
victim of atrocity redeems her as a guilty perpetrator. However. Prinz argues the opposite: 
she suggests that Rebecca's development throughout the play, as first outside the atrocity, 
then witness to the atrocity means she inevitably becomes victim of the atrocity. Citing the 
oft-quoted poetic prose of Martin Niemoeller, 'First they came....'. Prinz asserts that Rebecca 
is 'both victim and cause, who brings suffering forth through her indifference and apathy' 
(103). Because she does nothing to stop the atrocity, Rebecca becomes a victim of it, ending 
the play totally alone and abandoned, as she abandoned her baby. Could the blame for 
atrocity actually be leveled at Rebecca, as both representative of humankind and as a woman? 
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Prentice implies that Rebecca is as much to blame for perpetuating suffering through her love 
for the man who tears 'all the babies from the arms of their screaming mothers' (377). This 
seems to be a weak argument for having woman as so central here, as an active subject 
compared to Pinter's earlier plays where woman is an object of dangerous sexuality. There is 
a distinct relationship in Ashes to Ashes between the gender politics of Pinter's earlier works 
and the overt political engagement with world affairs that we see from the 1980s. The 
personal. amongst other things, is political, as one woman dreamily narrates her part in world 
history It is upon her body that the history of the twentieth century is inscribed. The 
combination of interpersonal relationships between man and woman acts as a symbolic 
exploration of global politics, albeit an exploration that holds no answers for us, given 
Rebecca's silence at the end of the play. 
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